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The conventional m odem  view holds tha t Sam uel Johnson's c ritic ism  
ex e rted  no influence betw een 1825 and 1910. But desp ite  the fac t tha t John- 
son the c ritic  w as in  d isg race  w ith m ost a u th o ritie s  during  th is p e riod  he 
n ev erth e less  continued to be an active fo rce  in  the w orld  of le t te r s .  The 
L ives of the Poets w as frequently  published and apparen tly  w idely rea d  
a f te r  1850, and th e re  is  som e evidence th a t even the Shakespeare c r i t i ­
c ism  was not e n tire ly  forgo tten . On the w hole, then, i t  appears tha t John­
son the c r it ic  not only re ta in ed  a vigorous m inority  following throughout 
the n ineteenth  century  but actually  enjoyed a m ild  rev iv a l betw een 1875 
and 1910.
C on trary  to  what we have assum ed , how ever, the appearance in 
1910 of S ir W alter R ale igh 's Six E ssay s on Johnson does not m ark  a g rea t 
leap forw ard  in  Johnson’s repu ta tion . Indeed, a ll  the evidence po in ts to a 
pronounced decline in  Johnson 's influence betw een 1910 and 1940. The 
m ain  rea so n  fo r th is  decline seem s to  have been a growing preoccupation 
during  these  y e a rs  w ith the question of Johnson 's ro le  a s  a tran s itio n a l 
c r i t ic .  Hence even sym pathetic w r i te r s  tended to judge h is im portance  in 
te rm s  of what they  took to be his stand re la tiv e  to  the com ing of Rom anti­
c ism , and, inevitab ly , he cam e to be ca tegorized  a s  e ith e r  an enem y of 
p ro g re s s  o r a  hum ble p re c u rs o r  of w hat w ere  assum ed  to be fa r  g re a te r
V
c r i t ic s .  Thus, desp ite  the fac t tha t D. Nichol Sm ith, T . S. E lio t, and 
o thers w ere w ritin g  favorably  about h is  c r itic ism  a t the tim e , the n ineteen - 
tw enties and th ir t ie s  m ust be recogn ized  a s  the n ad ir of Johnson 's re p u ta ­
tion . C ertainly  no o ther age h as been le s s  in te re s te d  in  h is c r it ic ism  as 
c r i t ic is m .
The s ta r tin g  point of the c u rre n t rev iv a l of Johnson's c ritic ism
seem s to coincide w ith the publication in  1944 of Joseph Wood K ru tch 's
Samuel Johnson. But, although Johnson c le a rly  e x e r ts  m ore influence today
than a t  any o ther tim e since h is death , i t  is  not to be in fe rred  th a t h is
c ritic ism  is  u n iv ersa lly  a d m ire d . In th is  connection, the m ost prom inent
single issu e  dividing m odem  c r it ic s  on Johnson i s  the question of the re la tio n
of l i te ra tu re  to life . Those im p o rtan t m odern c r i t ic s  who in s is t  th a t a r t
is  autonom ous have genera lly  dealt w ith Johnson a s  an ir re le v a n t m useum
p iece . But equally  prom inent c r i t ic s  re g a rd  l ite ra tu re  a s  an outgrowth of
cu ltu re  o r  a s  a  re flec tio n  of g en era l hum an ex p erien ce . These c r i t ic s  tend
to c ite  Johnson a s  the b e s t exem plar to be found of w hat a l i te ra ry  c r it ic
ideally  ought to b e . M o reo v er, i t  is  evident tha t Johnson is  a dom inant 
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fo rce  in  som e of the m ost im portan t a re a s  of m odem  scho larsh ip , nam ely 
the c ritic ism  of Shakespeare, and of M etaphysical and N eoclassical p o e try .
On balance , he would appear to be m ore  in fluen tia l than any o ther g re a t 
E nglish  c r i t ic  of the  p a s t.
CHAPTER I 
INTRODUCTION 
THE MODERN VIEW REVIEWED 
If the conventional m odern view of Samuel Johnson's reputation as a 
c ritic  - - o r  indeed as a man of le t te r s  generally  - -  between h is day and our 
own w ere to be sketched out on a ch a rt of the so r t used to re flec t the v ic is ­
situdes of the Dow-Jones Industria ls, the re su lt would have a m ost dram atic  
appearance. In such a rep resen ta tion , Johnson's ''lin e” would be seen to 
descend at a  ve ry  steep  angle from  the top of the ch art a t 1784 - -  the y ear of 
h is death - - t o  vanish off the bottom  of the ch a rt a t 1831. There would be a 
gap of som e eighty y ears  with no line showing at a ll. Then, at 1910, the line 
would reap p ear a t the bottom of the ch a rt, proceed to a point perhaps a th ird  
of the way up a t the end of W orld W ar II, and in  the m id-fifties skyrocket to a 
position perhaps somewhat higher than its  point of orig in .
To be su re , l ite ra ry  reputations cannot be charted  in such a fashion , 
but the image suggested is  not a  m isleading one insofar a s  it re flec ts  what we 
have come to assum e about the fortunes of Johnson's c ritic ism  over the y e a rs . 
The question of Johnson's reputation as a w rite r  and c r it ic  is  com plicated, 
of co u rse , by the fac t that, while h is s ta tu re  a s  a m an of le t te rs  is  generally  
assum ed to have eroded en tire ly  away during the fifty y e a rs  following h is 
death, h is  appeal as a personality  has been such that A. S. F . Gow, w riting
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in  1931, could say with justification  that "F o r nearly  a hundred y e a rs , o r, to 
be p rec ise , since Septem ber 1831, it has been a commonplace among educated 
Englishm en that Samuel Johnson is  b e tte r  known to us than any m an in h isto ry . 
M ost m odern scho lars  seem  to ag ree with Gow that much of Johnson's continu­
ing fam e as a pe rsonality  dates not from  Bosw ell's g rea t Life of Johnson but 
from  the appearance of what is  certa in ly  one of the m ost influential book r e ­
views ev er w ritten: Thom as Babington M acaulay 's unenthusiastic app ra isa l of 
C ro k er’s 1831 edition of Boswell. It w ill be reca lled  that in  th is  review 
M acaulay does m ore than denounce Croker and p resen t a  sim plified and som e­
what d is to rted  p ic tu re  of Samuel Johnson's personal eccen tric itie s ; he also 
advances a  highly orig inal theory  concerning the t r a i ts  of c h a rac te r which 
enabled Jam es Boswell to become the w o rld 's  fo rem ost b iographer, and, what 
is  m ore to our purpose, he offers a  damning evaluation of Johnson’s lite ra ry  
c ritic ism  which has seem ed to  color every  subsequent consideration of that 
sub ject. M acaulay’s observation tha t Johnson's critiques on Shakespeare and 
Milton "seem  to  us a s  w retched a s  if  they had been w ritten  by R ym er h im self,
O
whom we take to have been the w orst c ritic  that ev er lived" i s ,  of cou rse , 
w ell known, and h is opinion a s  to what had happened to  Johnson's s ta tu re  a s  a 
c ritic  between 1784 and 1831 is  no le ss  em phatic: "The judgments which 
Johnson passed  on books w ere , in h is own tim e, regarded  with su p e rs ti­
tious veneration; and, in  our tim e, a re  generally  trea ted  with ind iscrim inate  
contem pt.
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As we shall see  in a m om ent, the notion tha t Johnson ru led  a s  som e­
thing of a  l ite ra ry  d ic ta to r in  his day, a  notion that does not orig inate with 
M acaulay in any event, has not been universally  accepted by m odem  sch o la r­
ship; however, a lm ost no one has doubted the validity or influence of M acau­
lay 's  a sse rtio n  that Johnson's c ritic ism  was in rece iversh ip  as of 1831. For 
exam ple, in  his well-known study "The Double T radition of D r. Johnson," 
Bertrand Bronson not only accepts M acaulay 's estim ate  a t face value, but 
c red its  i t  with moulding learned  opinion throughout the nineteenth cen tu ry . 
Specifically, he c ites Thomas Sergeant P e rry 's  English L ite ra tu re  in  the 
Eighteenth Century a s  proof that "the lea rned  trad ition  [wasj apparently  by 
J1882J im m utably se t along the lines fo recas t by M acaulay":
With a ll  the confidence of learn ing  and le a d e r­
ship, P e rry  declared  of Johnson: that a ll h is 
views had been ridd led  by a  la te r  opinion . . . 
that, while i t  m ight be allowed that the Preface 
to Shakespeare, though tinged with antique no­
tions, had been serv iceab le  to le t te rs , the in ­
fluence of the Lives of the Poets could only have 
been b ad . 5
S im ilarly , R . W. Chapman accep ts as fac t the idea that Johnson the
author and c ritic  had no following a fte r  the f i r s t  q u a rte r  of the new century:
About the year 1825 . . . the publishers and 
th e ir  public concluded tha t the Works of Johnson 
w ere no longer n ecessa ry  to salvation. The Life 
continued to be p rin ted , edited, and supplemented; 
and a subsid iary  lite ra tu re  began to collect around 
it, of which M acaulay 's E ssay  and L ife, and C arly le’s 
Review a re  the m ost fam ous exam ples. ̂
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Although Jam es L . Clifford c ite s  the num ber of n ineteenth century
editions of R asse las  a s  p roof tha t Johnson s ti ll  re ta in ed  a  few re a d e rs ,  he
n ev erth e less  takes the position  which Bronson and Chapman had assum ed:
A lm ost without question Johnson w as ignored  as 
a  l i te ra ry  a r t i s t  and c r i t i c . His sty le  w as thought 
to be too pom pous and heavy, his sub jec t m a tte r  
too rig id ly  d idactic , h is c ritic ism  too bigoted and 
unim aginative. Only h is life  was in te re s tin g .?
In addition, two tw entieth cen tu ry  studies which have been specifica lly  
concerned w ith Johnson’s repu ta tion  have supported  the conventional view of 
Johnson's n ineteenth cen tu ry  decline . R obert N. L a s s ' ,rA Brief H isto ry  of 
the C ritic ism  of D r. Johnson” p re se n ts  the p ic tu re  of a Johnson cut in  two e a r ly  
in  the cen tu ry , "the m an continuing to enjoy a  considerab le  repu ta tion  and the 
w r ite r  being  neg lected . "8 M ore pointedly, W illiam  Kenney, in  h is  m uch 
m ore  com prehensive "The M odern Reputation of Sam uel Johnson, " begins h is 
chap ter on Johnson's c ritic ism  by quoting Lytton S trach ey 's  w ell-know n com ­
m ent ( i .e .  "Johnson's a e s th e tic  judgm ents . . . alw ays have som e good 
quality to recom m end them  - -  except one: they a re  n ev er r ig h t ." )  and goes on 
to say , in  1956: "Seventy-five y e a rs  ago S trach ey 's  view was held  by a lm ost 
everyone, sch o la rs  and genera l pub lic .
A s fo r  Johnson's tw entieth cen tu ry  com eback, m ost com m entato rs cite 
the appearance  of Sir W alter R aleigh’s Six E ssay s on Johnson a s  the app rox i­
m ate s ta r tin g  poin t, and few would d isag ree  w ith C lifford 's observation  
that i t  is  Johnson 's c r it ic ism  which i s  cu rren tly  undergoing "the m o st p ro -
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nounced rev ival."^-1 It is  difficult, of cou rse , to  estab lish  p rec ise ly  how fa r
the rev ival of Johnson's c ritic ism  has p rogressed ; but Donald J. Greene has
recen tly  advanced a m ost im p ress iv e  claim : "The fact is  that a t no tim e in
h isto ry , not even in  his own life tim e, has Johnson's c ritic ism  been taken
12m ore seriously  than a t p re s e n t."
Such, then, is  the conventional m odern view of Johnson's reputation  
as a c r it ic  through the y ears: he is  seen as a giant in h is own century, a 
zero  throughout m ost of the next, and a  giant again in the second half of 
o u rs . I t should be sta ted  im m ediately that the conventional view is  not e n ­
tire ly  m isleading. Johnson obviously did enjoy im m ense s ta tu re  as a  c ritic  
in  his own day, and to  suggest th a t he did not lose ground d ras tica lly  in the 
half-cen tu ry  following h is death is  to suggest that the Romantic movement 
did not, in  fac t, occur. L ikew ise, a ll evidence seem s to indicate that the 
V ictorians w ere m ore in te res ted  in the personality  of the m an than in  the 
editor of Shakespeare and the b io g rap h e r-c ritic  of English poe ts . And, 
finally , even the m ost cu rso ry  glance a t the burgeoning Johnson bibliography 
of recen t years  is  sufficient to prove that th e re  has been in our tim e a  signal 
upsurge of in te re s t in  Johnson the c ritic ,
’While it  is  true  in  i ts  m ajor delineations, however, there  is  some 
reason  to believe that our conventional view does stand in  need of certa in  
m inor m odifications. Specifically, we m ay s till  tend to rank  Johnson too 
high in  h is own age despite the fact that m odem  scholarship  has been inclined
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to  d isparage  the notion of h is  so -ca lled  l i te ra ry  d ic ta to rsh ip . M ore im ­
po rtan tly , we have a lm ost certa in ly  ranked him  too low in the age which fo l­
lowed, fo r w hile considerably  dim m ed, Johnson’s repu tation  a s  a  c r it ic  does 
not seem  to have been in  to ta l ec lip se  a t  any tim e  in  the n ineteenth  cen tu ry . 
Indeed, a s  we shall see in  the next chap ter, th e re  i s  som e evidence to support 
the view that Johnson’s c ritic ism  actually  enjoyed som ething of an unobtrusive 
rev iv a l in  the la s t q u a rte r  of the nineteenth cen tu ry  and the f i r s t  decade of 
the tw entieth . But if  the evidence po in ts to a m ild  Johnson com eback in  the 
y e a rs  betw een 1875 and 1910, i t  a lso  suggests, a s  we shall see  in  C hapter 
T h ree , th a t Johnson the c r it ic  lo s t ra th e r  than gained ground in  the th ir ty -  
y e a r p e riod  which follow ed. Of the gains which Johnson has sco red  since the 
onset of W orld W ar II th e re  can, of cou rse , be no doubt; a s  M. H. A bram s has 
rem ark ed  in  an enviable p h ra se , Johnson becom es in  these  y e a rs  "m ore  and 
m ore  a  p a r t  of our usable c r i t ic a l  p a s t .  As w ill be m ade c le a r  in  Chapter 
F our, how ever, Johnson 's c r itic ism  is  not taken  so se rio u sly  in  a ll q u a rte rs  
a s  Donald J . G reen e 's  a sse r tio n  m ight lead one to  in fe r.
P r io r  to  em barking  on a  considera tion  of Johnson 's fo rtunes in  the 
n ineteenth  and tw entieth  c en tu rie s , how ever, we need to exam ine the question 
of h is repu ta tion  in  h is  own day, and a lso  a topic which has rece iv ed  fa r  le s s  
attention: the g en e ra l assum ption  th a t Johnson the w rite r  and c r it ic  w as not 
re a d  a t a l l  a f te r  1831.
As we have noted, m odern  scho larsh ip  has been divided on the subject
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of Johnson 's ostensib le  l i te ra ry  d ic ta to rsh ip . The p e rs is te n t idea that John­
so n 's  w ord was law in  the l i te ra ry  w orld  of his day seem s a lread y  to have 
been w idely held when Tobias Sm ollett f i r s t  ch a rac te rize d  him  a s  the G reat 
Cham of L ite ra tu re , and i t  has found p rom inent su p p o rte rs  in the tw entieth 
cen tury . R . W. Chapman, fo r exam ple, has a s s e r te d  that "Throughout the 
re ig n  of George the T h ird , Johnson, alive  o r dead, w ielded despotic  a u th o ri­
ty . In a  s im ila r  vein , F . A. Pottle has rem ark ed  that "It i s  not sim ply 
fo r convenience of nom enclature tha t we speak of the la s t  ha lf of the 
eighteenth century  a s  'the Age of Johnson .' Johnson w as not only the m ost 
a r re s t in g  l i te ra ry  figure of the period ; he dom inated i t  p e rso n a lly . . . . 
h is position  a s  a l i te ra ry  d ic ta to r ap p ea rs  som ething quite unpara lle led  in 
our an n als . Chauncey B rew ster T in k er, on the o ther hand, has e x ­
p re s se d  the view th a t "Kingship in any of its  e igh teen th -cen tu ry  phases is  but 
a m ournful study" and h as argued th a t the Age of Johnson "was no m ore  in ­
clined to  acknowledge the au thority  of a  l i te ra ry  than of a po litica l m onarch . "^6 
In support of h is position , he points to Johnson's inab ility  to inflate  the re p u ta ­
tion  of W atts o r  to deflate  the repu ta tions of F ield ing, S terne, and G ray . 17 
Joseph Wood K rutch sim ply  d ism isse s  the en tire  concept a s  rid icu lous: "A 
d ic ta to r cannot rem a in  a  d ic ta to r if  too m any people dispute h is au tho rity , 
and once one gets outside the c irc le  of Johnson's in tim a te s , one finds a  con­
side rab le  num ber of people ready  to  pooh-pooh h is p ro n o u n cem en ts ."-^
M ore recen tly , Isaac  Newton W alker has advanced the suggestion that
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Johnson's authority  was of necessity  "lim ited and p a rtia l"  owing to the fact 
that so m any eighteenth century l ite ra ry  figures "w ere a t such an aesthetic , 
em otional, o r  geographic rem ove - - o r  a ll th ree  - -  from  the w orld of the Club 
and Johnson's pe rsonal influence tha t they could scarce ly  have been 'd ictated  
to ' in l ite ra ry  m a tte rs  had they wanted to b e ."* ^  Indeed, W alker rem inds 
us that even the th ree  p rim a rily  " lite ra ry "  m en in  Johnson's c irc le  - -  Gold­
sm ith, G arrick , and Sheridan - -  showed unm istakable signs of independence.20  
In addition to W alker's study, we have th ree  other recen t d is s e r ta ­
tions by Helen Louise McGuffie, Ira  L . M organ, and Richard A . C arro ll, 
a ll based  on extensive re se a rc h  in  eighteenth century  sou rces, which give u s ,
cum ulatively, a c le a re r  idea of Johnson’s contem porary  sta tu re  a s  a  c ritic
21than we have had he re to fo re . In th is  connection, the reception  of the 
L ives of the Poets seem s to constitute an advantageous point of re fe ren ce .
The m ost obvious advantage lie s  in  the fact that the studies of W alker and 
C arro ll focus p rim a rily  on the L iv e s . In addition, however, C a rro ll 's  thesis 
im plies that the recep tion  of the Lives of the Poets is  especially  significant 
because tha t work rep re se n ts  "the final stage in  [Johnson'sj c ritic a l develop­
m ent, " th a t in which he put to the te s t  "many of the p rincip les he had labored 
so hard  to  e s ta b lis h ."^2 F u rth e rm o re , M iss McGuffie te lls  us tha t the 
Lives of the Poets was the f i r s t  of Johnson’s productions to be received  in  
what could be called an objective c ritic a l c lim ate, fo r , with the exception of 
two insanely  savage pam phlets put out by James Thomson Callender in  1782
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and 1783, the rev ie w ers  w ere  m ostly  m en of le tte rs  who w ere  re s tra in e d  and 
ob jec tive , even when voicing adverse  opinions of the L iv e s .23 N eedless to 
say , th is  r e s t ra in t  and objectiv ity  re p re se n te d  quite a  d ep a rtu re  from  the 
p ra c tic e  of m any e a r l ie r  rev iew ers  - -  among them  W illiam  K enrick , A rc h i­
bald  Cam pbell, and C harles C hurchill - -  who w ere  inclined  to concentrate  
on the alleged physica l and m o ra l de fo rm ities of the au thor ra th e r  than on 
the w ork a t hand. F inally , both M organ and W alker conclude that Johnson 's 
repu ta tion  a s  a  c ritic  was a t  i ts  zenith  during  the y e a rs  when the L ives w as 
pub lished . 24
The p ic tu re  of Johnson which em erg es from  these  stud ies is  that of a 
m an who obviously enjoyed im m ense p re s tig e  and re sp e c t, and one whom we 
should continue to reg a rd  a s  the m ost em inent m an of le t te r s  of h is day.
But i t  seem s c le a r  that, a s  a c r it ic , h is influence was not n e a rly  so o v e r­
w helm ing a s  m any nineteenth and tw entieth  century  sch o la rs  have concluded. 
To be su re , the L ives of the  Poets was  favorably  and even en thusiastica lly  
rece iv ed ; how ever, even though h is h a rsh e s t rev iew ers  g ran ted  him  a  p lace 
of p reem inence  in  the re a lm  of le t te rs  and acknowledged h is  g rea t pow ers 
a s  a  c r it ic , v irtua lly  a ll of them  not only objected strenuously  to m any of 
h is specific  pronouncem ents but c lea rly  re g a rd ed  h is c r it ic a l p rinc ip les  to  
be out of d a te .25 G enerally  speaking, the rev iew ers  censu red  Johnson fo r 
p re ju d ice , p a rtic u la rly  in  the b iographical portions of the L ives of Swift 
and M ilton, 25 fo r  a ttem pting  to  te a r  down stro n g  repu ta tions and underg ird
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feeble ones, and m o s t em phatically  of a ll  fo r w hat they considered  the d isp ro ­
portionate  ra tio  of b rickba ts  to bouquets in  v irtu a lly  e v ery  one of h is 
c r i t iq u e s . 27 The m ost significant and v igorous opposition focused on the 
Life of G ray . H ere Johnson w as sev ere ly  rep rim anded  fo r  ad v erse ly  judging 
G ray 's  m ore fancifu l com positions, the P ro g re ss  of Foesy and the B ard, 
ag a in st what the rev iew ers  considered  the ir re le v a n t c r i te r ia  of re a lism  and 
d id ac tic ism . In addition , the rev iew ers  w ere  c lea rly  on G ra y 's  side , not only 
in  the con troversy  over the p o e t 's  use of m ythological fic tion  but in  the d e ­
bate over his p ra c tic e  in  m a tte rs  of m etaphor and d i c t i o n . I n t e r e s t i n g l y  
enough, Johnson 's s t r ic tu re s  of a  s im ila r  s o r t  against L y c id as , which w ere  
to  becom e so no to rious in la te r  y e a rs , went re la tiv e ly  unnoticed at the tim e
9 Q
of th e ir  pub lica tion . 7
In view of the serious and w idespread  objections to the point of view 
operative in the Life of Gray, i t  seem s reasonab le  to conclude that the gen­
e r a l  tran s itio n  to an  e ssen tia lly  app rec ia tive  c ritic ism  - - one based  on the 
appeal of poe try  to  som e e x tra -ra tio n a l facu lty  — was a lre ad y  in  an a d ­
vanced stage of developm ent a t  the tim e the L ives of the Poets was pub lished . 
In  fac t, when one com pares the  a ttack  w hich the rev iew ers launched aga in st 
som e of Johnson 's m a jo r  c r it ic a l  p rin c ip les  w ith the a s s e r tio n  m ade e a r l ie r  
tha t h is repu ta tion  a s  a  c r itic  w as a t i ts  peak  a t the tim e of the publication of 
the L ives, the r e s u l t  seem s to be som ething of a  paradox . W alker finds an 
explanation of the phenomenon in  Johnson's tow ering  s ta tu re  a s  a  m o ra lis t ,
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fo r , a s  he puts i t ,  "the o rd inary  re a d e r , w hatever the deg ree  of adm ira tion  
he m ight have fe lt  fo r  Johnson 's c r it ic ism , seem s to have valued h is  m o ra l 
sen tim en ts . . . m ore  than he valued h is c ritic ism  p e r  se ."3 1  Indeed, John­
so n 's  overa ll repu ta tion  m ust have been stu rd y  to su rv ive  the objections which 
w ere  ra ise d  ag a in st h is c r itic ism  in  the L iv e s , and it  is  d ifficult to  d isag ree  
w ith W alker's  conclusion - -  which the o th er th ree  stud ies seem  to support - -
th a t Johnson, a s  a  pu rely  l i te ra ry  au tho rity , "was probably  reg a rd ed  w ith
Q Ole s s  venera tion  than  la te r  ages have supposed ."
The question  of Johnson’s rea d e rsh ip  in the n ineteenth  cen tu ry  has 
rece iv ed  le s s  a tten tion  than  th a t of his con tem porary  repu ta tion . As in d i­
cated  e a r l ie r ,  m ost au th o ritie s  have sim ply  concluded tha t he was not re a d  
a t  a ll  a fte r  1825 except pe rh ap s by a  few devotees of R a sse la s . I t i s  t ru e , 
of co u rse , th a t 1825 m arked  die publication  of the la s t  com plete edition  of 
Johnson 's W orks p r io r  to  the  Yale edition p resen tly  underw ay, and th e re  
a re  am ple sta tem en ts to support the view th a t he had no following. C arly le , 
fo r exam ple, cheerfu lly  adm itted  in  the la te  e ig h teen -th irtie s  th a t "Johnson's 
w ritin g s , which once had such cu rrency  and ce leb rity , a r e  now, a s  i t  w e re , 
disowned by the younger generation . "33 s i r  A rchibald  A lison a lso  concluded 
th a t, as of 1850, ve ry  few people rea d  the L ives of the Poets, "adm irab le  as 
a re  the c r it ic ism s  on our g re a te s t  au th o rs  which they  contain. "34 "S ir 
N athaniel, " w ritin g  in  the New M onthly M agazine in  1855, observed  tha t 
P e te r Cunningham 's edition of the L ives of the Poets m ight be e ith e r  a m is ­
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take o r a  m isch ief: "a m is tak e , i f  on the p resum ption  that th e re  i s  a dem and 
fo r the p re se n t supply; a m isch ief, if w ith a ssu ra n ce  tha t the supply w ill beget 
the dem and. "35 An anonymous w r i te r  on Boswell in  an 1870 issu e  of A ll the 
Y ear Round s im ila rly  d ism issed  Johnson a s  "the au thor of m any w orks tha t no 
one ca re s  to read , a  conclusion th a t is  sh a red  by an equally anonymous 
e ssa y is t in  the New Monthly M agazine th ree  y ea rs  la te r , who noted tha t "very
0 7
few people now -a-days rea d  h is  b o o k s .' A t about the sam e tim e , A lfred 
H. W elsh w as concluding on th is  side of the A tlantic that "the repu ta tion  of 
h is w ritings is  fading everyday , but h is p e cu lia r itie s  a re  im m o rta l, "38 and, 
in  1884, Jam es Hay p resen ted  Ms Johnson: Ms C h a rac te ris tic s  and A phorism s 
to  the B ritish  public a s  a kind of cen tenary  m em o ria l, "considering  tha t John-
q g
so n 's  w orks a re  now alm ost fo rgo tten . 7 S everal y e a rs  la te r ,  Edward 
E v e re tt Hale rem ark ed  that Johnson’s "w orks a re ,  on the whole, forgotten , 
and unread  even by cultivated p e o p le ."40 S im ila rly , Joseph M . Gleeson ob ­
se rv ed  that " if  the fam e of D r. Johnson depended on Ms w ritings a lone, few 
w rea th s would now be la id  on Ms tom b. "41 In 1919, B rander M atthews, 
se tting  out in  the  ro le  of the d e v il 's  advocate to p robe the c la im s to g rea tn ess  
of RuskM, Carlyle and Sam uel Johnson, concluded tha t Johnson w as the e a s ie s t  
of the th ree  to d ispose of, fo r , wMle the w orks of C arlyle and Ruskin w ere
"abundantly r e a d ," the w orks of Johnson, "even if  re p rin ted  from  tim e to
AOtim e , rem ained  unread  except by spec ia l s tu d e n ts ." ^  In the sam e y e a r,
S ir W alter Raleigh published a  som ew hat m ore  specific  e s tim a te  of Johnson's
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readersh ip  in  his well-known Six E ssays on Johnson: "F o r every  re a d e r  of 
Johnson's w orks, there have been perhaps fifty re a d e rs  of Boswell's Life, 
and a hundred of M acaulay 's E ssays . "43
Obviously, one cannot ignore such em phatic statem ents of opinion; 
but there  a re  a num ber of fac to rs  which suggest that these statem ents, a re  
not an a ltogether reliab le  index to Johnson's readersh ip  in  the nineteenth and 
early  twentieth cen tu ries. F o r instance, while no complete edition of John­
son 's  Works appeared a fte r  1825, the bibliography which John P. Anderson con­
tribu ted  as an appendix to  L t. Colonel F . G rant’s Life of Johnson^4 shows 
tha t eight complete editions of the L ives of the Poets, p lus five abridged e d i­
tions (including two editions of the Six Chief L ives, edited by Matthew 
Arnold) appeared  in England between 1825 and 1887.45 in  addition, Jam es 
L . C lifford 's Johnsonian Studies re flec ts  the publication of eight m ore com ­
plete  editions and two m ore editions of A rno ld 's  Six Chief Lives between 
1887 and 1 9 0 7 .46 This m akes a to tal of six teen complete editions, plus seven 
abridged editions (not to m ention separa te  publication during the sam e years 
of th ree  editions of the Life of Addison, six  of Dryden, eight of Pope, six of 
M ilton, and one each of P r io r , Congreve, and Swift) of the Lives during a 
tim e when Johnson is popularly  supposed to have been in  cold storage as a 
w rite r  and c r it ic . T here i s ,  of course, no n ecessa ry  co rre la tion  between 
the num ber of editions published and Johnson’s readersh ip  in  any given period , 
but if the bibliographies cited  a re  re liab le  and if  S ir W alter R aleigh 's ra tio
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of Johnson's re a d e rs  to those of Boswell and M acaulay is  taken to be exact, 
one is d riven  to suspec t so lely  on the b a s is  of the publication re c o rd  of the 
Lives of the Poets and of R asse las  (the sam e so u rces show th a t th e re  w ere 
th ir ty -s ix  editions of R asse las  betw een 1825 and 1 9 1 0 )^  tha t B osw ell's Life 
of Johnson was w idely re a d  indeed and that M acaulay 's E ssay s enjoyed a 
rea d e rsh ip  of staggering  p ro p o rtio n s .
F ortuna te ly , we do not have to depend on publication data  alone; we 
have additional evidence to support the contention tha t Johnson 's L ives of 
the Poets claim ed a  w ider following than  the com m entators c ited  p rev iously  
would a llow . F o r ex am p le , th e re  is  the opening sentence of an  unsigned 
e ssay  in  an 1860 issu e  of the Saturday Review: "Scarcely  any book w ritten  
a  century  ago enjoys g re a te r  popu larity  now than Johnson 's L ives of the 
P o e t s . W r i t i n g  on "Johnson w ithout Boswell" in  1878, W illiam  Cyples lik e ­
w ise  designated Johnson a s  "the only c r i t ic  we have who is  re a d  from  one 
generation  to an o th er"  and m akes the fu r th e r  in te re s tin g  observation  tha t "he 
yet rem ain s fo r h is  countrym en the s tandard  c r it ic  of S h ak esp eare ."49 L ess 
than ten  y e a rs  la te r ,  we find an anonymous w r i te r  in  the Q u a rte rly  Review 
e x p re ss in g  the opinion that the popular assum ption  "That Johnson 's im m o r­
ta lity  is  due only to  Boswell, is  one of those  o ft-rep ea ted  m axim s which those 
who u tte r  them  seldom  take the troub le  to te s t .  We believe th a t, in  spite of 
a ll  h is d efec ts , Johnson w ill find re a d e rs  and a d m ire rs  am ongst the best of 
each  generation , a s  long a s  the English  language l a s t s . "50 W riting  the sam e
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y ear in  the Contem porary Review, Augustine B irre ll showed even less.patience 
with the notion that Johnson was unread in  V ictorian England, although ad ­
m ittedly  h is p refe rence  fo r the Life of Blackmore m akes him a somewhat 
shaky w itness in  support of the idea that the Lives w as rea d  during these 
years p rim a rily  fo r its  c ritic ism :
Everybody does not read  Boswell, and a  g rea t 
m any people do read  Johnson. . . . Do M r.
Browning, M r. Arnold, M r. Lowell, M r.
T revelyan , M r. Stephen, M r. M orley, know 
th e ir  Johnson? "To doubt would be d is lo y a lty ."
And what these  big men know in th e ir  big way 
hundreds of little  m en know in th e ir  little
way. 5-1-
Even the contemptuous w rite r  in the 1892 issue  of Tem ple B ar, whose con­
viction that Boswell had "unearthed" and "em balm ed" an otherw ise defunct
CO
Johnson has been cited  by Clifford a s  typical of the a g e , was compelled to 
adm it tha t not a ll of Johnson’s productions had been forgotten: "Perhaps an 
exception should be m ade in  favor of h is 'L ives of the P o e ts ,’ m eagre  and
CQ
unfair a s too many of them  a r e .
Equally convincing evidence that Johnson was m ore widely read  in 
late  nineteenth and ea rly  tw entieth century  England than we have believed is  
found in  Edmund G osse 's  tu m -o f-th e-cen tu ry  English L ite ra tu re : An 
Illu s tra ted  R ecord. As proof tha t Johnson's c ritic ism  had no influence in  the 
period , W illiam Kenney has cited  G osse 's  observation that "no one tu rn s to 
Johnson’s pages any longer to know what to think about Milton o r G ray";54
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but no one has paid  a tten tion  to  the d iscussion  of Johnson and W arton which
follows G o sse 's  re m a rk s  on M ilton and G ray and which m akes by im plication
a con trad ic to ry  point:
D uring the v e ry  sam e y e a rs  [in w hich the L ives was 
produced} Thom as W arton was publish ing  h is H istory  
of E nglish  P o e try , in  which a ll the fe a tu re s  w ere  
found which Johnson lacked - -  broad  and lib e ra l 
study, an en thusiasm  fo r  rom ance, a  sense  of so m e­
th ing  above and beyond the ru le s  of c r i t ic s ,  a  b read th  
of r e a l  p oe try  undream ed of by Johnson. W arton 
knew h is subject; Johnson did no t. W arton p rophe­
sied  of a dawning a g e , and Johnson stiffly  contented 
h im se lf w ith the old. W arton w as a c c u ra te , p a in s tak ­
ing, copious; Johnson w as c a re le s s , indolent, in ­
accu ra te ; ye t, unfair a s  it  se em s , to -day  everybody 
s t i l l  re a d s  Johnson, and no one opens the pages of
W arton. 55
The Bookman I llu s tra te d  H isto ry  of E nglish  L ite ra tu re , co -au thored  in  1906 
by Thom as Seccom be and W. R obertson  N icoll, a lso  yields an  in te re s tin g  
re flec tio n  on the  re a d e rsh ip  of the L ives of the Poets. The m odern notion 
tha t the L ives w as e n tire ly  neg lected  by n ineteenth  century  re a d e rs  is  c lea rly  
one that had not o ccu rred  to  the au tho rs : "The L ives w ere  an im m ense 
su c ce ss , and soon becam e a s  popular a s  they  have a lm ost e v e r since con­
tinued to be."56
Perhaps the m o st com pelling testim ony  on the subject of the conthuu- 
ing popu larity  of the L ives of the Poets is  th a t of J. Churton Collins, which 
appeared  in a  1908 issu e  of the Q uarte rly  Review . As we shall see in  the 
chap ter w hich follow s, Collins w as convinced th a t Johnson 's c r itic ism  was in
17
some resp ec ts  a dangerous influence, but, like i t  o r not, he was forced  to 
conclude that the L ives of the Poets had become a perm anent fix ture in 
English le t te rs  on the b asis  of its  strong  appeal to generation a fte r  g en e ra ­
tion of o rd inary  B ritish rea d e rs :
In spite of a ll  that has in tervened since i ts  f i r s t  
appearance , the transfo rm ation  of the poetry  and 
c ritic ism  ch a rac te ris tic  of the eighteenth century 
into the poe try  and c ritic ism  ch a rac te ris tic  of the 
nineteenth, the indifference with which m ost of 
the poets who a re  the subjects of its  c ritiques a re  
regarded  by m odern re a d e rs , the inevitable d is ­
satisfaction  with the a im s , the p r in c ip le s , the 
methods of the o lder school of c r i t ic ism , induced 
by fam ilia rity  with those of the schools succeed­
ing i t  - - in  sp ite  of a ll  th is , it  is  probable tha t no 
decade has passed  without new im p ress io n s being 
called for; and that the w ork s till  re ta in s  its  
v ita lity  and a ttrac tiv en ess  is  sufficiently shown 
by the title -p ag es tran sc rib ed  a t the head of th is 
a r tic le . It re q u ire s  no g rea t sagacity  to  fo resee  
tha t w hatever, and however se rio u s , m ay be the 
defects of a  w ork which has stood such a  te s t  as 
th is , its  perm anency is  secured; fo r b e tte r  o r  
w orse i t  is  c l a s s i c a l .^
In view of the evidence, then , i t  seem s c lea r that Johnson had a 
somewhat w ider read ersh ip  in  the y ea rs  between 1825 and 1910 than we have 
been accustom ed to believe . M oreover, on the basis of the num ber of e d i­
tions of the Lives issu ed  between 1890 and 1910 and som e of the comm ents 
we have ju st been looking a t, i t  does not seem  unreasonable to suggest that 
Johnson enjoyed som ething of a resu rgence  during these  y e a rs . Indeed, it 
is  possible to argue in  th is  connection tha t Johnson the c r it ic  exerted  a  m ore
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fundam ental and m eaningful kind of influence during  these  y ea rs , when he was 
nom inally in d isg race  with m ost au tho ritie s, than he does today, when many 
of our m ost widely resp ec ted  scho lars and c ritic s  have ra llied  to his cause. 
Some of the w rite rs  cited  in  th is chap ter obviously believed that Johnson had 
in  th e ir tim e a considerable appeal for what they probably would have term ed  
the Common R eader. But as F . R. Leavis has recen tly  observed, "T here is  
[todayjno  Common Reader: the trad ition  is  d e a d . T h u s ,  although in te rm s  
of sh ee r num bers Johnson the c ritic  m ay have today a  g rea te r readersh ip  than 
he had sixty o r seventy y ears  ago, i t  seem s safe to assum e that the bulk of 
h is m odern readersh ip  is  confined to  the academ ic community, and that much 
of i t  th ere fo re  is  som ething le ss  than v o lu n ta ry .^  But the evident dem ise 
of the Common Reader is ,  happily, not a m a tte r  that need concern us h e re .
The point to be s tre sse d  is  that Johnson the c rit ic  was obviously not fo r ­
gotten by V ictorian and Edw ardian r e a d e r s .
It is  possib le , of cou rse , tha t the l iv e s  of the Poets continued to be 
rea d  in  these  y ears  - - a s  indeed it  is  p ro fitab le  to read  it now - -  fo r its  
biographical and m o ra l con ten t.60 But som e of the com m ents noted in  th is 
chapter indicate that the c ritic ism  was read , too . In fac t, as we shall see in 
the next chap ter, there  is  additional evidence to support the view that not 
only the c ritic ism  in the Lives of the Poets, but a lso  the Shakespeare c ritic ism , 
a s  Cyples' comment suggests, exerted  a t le a s t some influence throughout the 
nineteenth century . The m ost im portan t fact to note h e re , however, is  that
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n e ith e r  of the two m o st p e rs is te n t  notions about Johnson 's rep u ta tio n  hi the 
y e a rs  since h is  death  - -  th a t he  w as the l i te r a ry  d ic ta to r  of h is age , and tha t 
he w as com plete ly  igno red  a s  a  w r i te r  and c r i t ic  by n ineteen th  cen tu ry  
r e a d e r s  - -  se em s to stand up under c lose  sc ru tin y .
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d ep reca tio n s  of h is  c r i t ic is m  (e .g . the  com m ents o f L ytton S trachey  noted 
e a r l i e r ,  and those  of C o llins, w hich w ill be d e a lt w ith  in  the nex t chap ter) 
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sc h o la rsh ip .
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Education and the U niversity , A Sketch fo r an "English School"
(New York, 1948), p . 107.
recen t "popular" e ssa y  on the Life of Johnson seem s to support 
the idea that Johnson the w rite r  and c ritic  has little  if any following among 
the general public. A fter p refacing  his d iscussion  of Boswell's biography with 
the observation tha t Johnson's D ictionary has been superseded, W illiam Henry 
Cham berlain goes on to say: "Of the em inent lex icog rapher's  o ther w orks, 
only those in sea rch  of l ite ra ry  cu rio s itie s  a re  now likely to  tu rn  to R asse las 
o r The R am bler. Even the L ives of the Poets, perhaps h is best work, is  no 
longer avidly r e a d ." "The W ithering Wit of Samuel Johnson, " Saturday R e­
view of L ite ra tu re  (Septem ber 4, 1965), p . 14.
George Saintsbury m ade a  pertinen t observation on th is  possibility: 
"As a book, [the Lives of the PoetsJ have not m issed  th e ir  due m eed of 
p ra ise ; a s  a  c ritic a l book, one m ay think that they h av e ."  A H istory  of C riti-  




It i s  custom ary  today to  re g a rd  Sam uel Johnson a s  one of the m ore
prom inen t v ic tim s of the new c r i t ic s  of the Rom antic ag e . R. W. Chapman
prov ides us w ith a succinct s ta tem ent of the  p reva iling  view:
T hese l i te ra ry  Jacobins m et, a s  we know, a t M r.
L am b’s house on T hursday evenings, fo r  the m ak ­
ing  and unm aking of repu ta tions; and th e re  H azlitt 
te l ls  u s th a t "the author of the R am bler w as only 
to le ra te d  in  B osw ell's Life of h im .
C erta in ly , the Rom antic c r i t ic s  could have little  use  fo r Johnson, fo r i t  w ill 
be rem em b ered  th a t the dom inant idea of th e ir  m ovem ent w as an o ther-w orld ly  
conception of poe try  which com pelled anyone who em braced  i t  com pletely to 
re le g a te  Sam uel Johnson to  the r e a r  r a n k s .^ In e sse n ce , th is  not a ltogether 
new conception, which found i ts  m ost in fluen tia l cham pions in  W ordsw orth and 
C oleridge, held  the sou rce  of poe try  to  be the perhaps involuntary  fusion of 
the p o e t's  im agination  w ith som e tran scen d an t re a li ty . Since Johnson had been 
inclined  to  re g a rd  the encouragem ent of any e x tra -ra tio n a l faculty  a s  a d e ­
lib e ra te  flir ta tio n  w ith m adness and had in s is te d  from  f i r s t  to la s t  tha t p o e try  
re f le c t the experience  of th is  w orld in  a m anner congenial to good sen se , 
decorum , and trad itio n a l m o ra lity , he w as, from  the Rom antic point of 
view , sim ply out of touch w ith the poetic  p ro c e ss  and th e re fo re  no c r i t ic .
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It should be pointed out, p e rh ap s , that even h is  s e v e re s t nineteenth
cen tu ry  d e tra c to rs  w ere  w illing to give Johnson c re d it fo r acu ten ess  w ithin
h is lim ita tio n s . F o r exam ple, i t  m ay not be rem em b ered  th a t M acaulay, in
the sam e context in  which he m ade h is  no torious observations on Johnson's
com petence a s  a  c r it ic  of Shakespeare and M ilton, e x p re ssed  the h ighest
kind of p ra is e  fo r h is com petence a s  a  c r i t ic  of P ope .^  In s im ila r  fashion,
H azlitt lauded Johnson's d isse rta tio n  on m etaphysica l poetry  in  the Life of
Cowley, which he saw as  a  subject " fo r which D r. Johnson 's pow ers both of
thought and ex p ress io n  w ere  b e tte r  fitted  than any o th er m an’s .  He
hastened  to m ake i t  c le a r , how ever, th a t the achievem ent belonged to som e
le s s e r  category  of c ritic ism :
If he had had the sam e capacity  of follow ing the 
fligh ts of a tru ly  poetic im agination , o r  fo r  fe e l­
ing the finer touches of n a tu re , that he had fe lic ity  
and force  in  detecting  and exposing the a b e rra tio n s  
fro m  the b road  and beaten  path  of p ro p rie ty  and com ­
m on sen se , he would have am ply d eserv ed  the re p u ­
ta tion  he has acqu ired  a s  a  philosophic c r i t i c .6
U nfortunately fo r Johnson's repu ta tion , the g re a t m ajo rity  of n ineteenth 
cen tu ry  com m enta to rs a g re ed  with H azlitt and h is  co lleagues tha t the in ­
ab ility  to follow the fligh ts of the poetic  im agination  constitu ted  a fa ta l 
deficiency, and by the fin a l q u a rte r  of the century  a  form idable  body of 
opinion had come to a ssu m e  th a t the c r it ic ism  of com m on sense  w as p a r t  of 
a  dead sy stem  which had been com pletely  invalidated  by the new ideas of 
the R om antics. R epresen tative  of th is  point of view is  C. E . Vaughan, who
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dam ned Johnson a s  an  out-and-out m enace to l ite ra tu re  — a ru le -r id d e n
enem y of a ll  o rig inality  in  poetry  owing to h is  inab ility  to com prehend the
m y ste rie s  of the poetic  im agination:
To adopt Johnson 's m ethod i s ,  in  tru th , to m is ­
conceive the whole na tu re  of poetry  and of poetic  
im agination . The ideas tha t have shaped the w ork 
of one poet m ay ac t a s  guide and sp u r, bu t can 
n ev e r be a ru le  — fa r  le s s  a  law - - t o  the im ag i­
nation of an o th e r. The idea , a s  i t  com es to an 
a r t i s t ,  i s  not a  law im posing  i ts e lf  from  without; 
i t  i s  a  seed  of life and energy  springing from  
w ith in . T h is , how ever, w as a tru th  e n tire ly  h id ­
den from  the eyes of Johnson and the Augustan 
c r i t ic  s .  8
A b e tte r-n a tu re d  sta tem ent of the idea that p rev ious c r it ic a l  approaches 
had been sw ept away by the Rom antics w as se t fo rth  in  Lytton S trachey ’s r e ­
view of George Birkbeck H ill 's  edition  of the L ives of the P o e ts , the  review  
containing the w idely-quoted observation  tha t Johnson’s aesthe tic  judgm ents 
a re  never r ig h t . Like m any ano ther n ineteenth  and e a r ly  tw entieth  century  
com m entator on Johnson, S trachey m anaged to ta lk  out of both sides of h is 
mouth a t once , fo r he g ree ted  the new edition  a s  p ro o f of the enduring  appeal 
of Johnson’s in te lle c t and a t  the sam e tim e  d ism issed  the c ritic ism  a s  
fu tile . S trachey  reco n ciled  the paradox  on the b a s is  o f Johnson’s w it: "It is  
h is w it . . . th a t has sanctified  Johnson 's p e rv e rs it ie s  and e r r o r s ,  th a t has 
em balm ed h im  fo re v e r, and that has pu t h is  book, w ith a l l  i ts  m ass  of a n ti­
quated d o c tr in e , beyond the  re a c h  of t im e . ”9 What had ren d e red  Johnson 's 
c ritic ism  obsolete w as, of co u rse , the upsurge of m y stic ism  a t the  beginning
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of the nineteenth cen tu ry . Specifically , S trachey lauded the appearance of 
The Ancient M arin e r, which "swept into the p o e t's  v ision  a whole new un i­
v e rse  of infinite and e te rn a l things; i t  w as the d iscovery  of the Unknown";
[PJoetry to u s m ean s, p r im a rily , som ething which 
suggests , by m eans of w o rd s , m y s te r ie s  and in fin i­
tudes . T hus, m usic  and im agination seem  to u s the 
m ost e sse n tia l qualities of p o e try , because they a re  
the m ost potent m eans by which such suggestions 
m ay be invoked . But the eighteenth  cen tury  knew 
none of th ese  th ings . . . th e re  w as nothing a t  a ll  
s trange  about the w orld; i t  w as charm ing, i t  w as 
d isgusting , i t  w as rid ic u lo u s , and i t  w as ju s t what 
one m ight have expected . In such a w orld , why 
should p o e try , m ore  than anything e ls e ,  be m y s ­
te rio u s?  No! Lot i t  be sensib le; th a t w as enough. 10
C erta in ly , then , th e re  w as no lack  of p receden t fo r B rander M atthew s' 
conclusion in  1910 a s  to Johnson 's standing a s  a c ritic : "His au thority  a s  a 
c r it ic  — and i t  is  only a s  a  c r it ic  tha t he has any cla im  to  au thority  - - i s  now 
tho ro ly  [ s ic  J d isc re d ite d . "H  W idespread a s  i t  w as, how ever, the point of 
view e x p re ssed  by M atthew s and the o th e rs  c ited  does not te ll  the whole 
s to ry . D espite the sc o rn  of the R om antics and th e ir  fo llow ers, Johnson 
continued throughout the nineteenth  cen tu ry  to  find a  few su p p o rte rs  who w ere 
w illing to defend h is  c r it ic ism  in  p r in t, m ore  often than not w ith a notable 
lack  of deference  to the opinion of the m a jo rity .
F o r an  in sigh t into Johnson 's repu ta tion  in  the e a r ly  y e a rs  of the 
n ineteenth  cen tu ry , we a re  able to draw  again  upon a valuable rec en t study, 
D oris I r is  G eo rge 's  "Sam uel Johnson and the Journals of the Rom antic Period;
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His Reputation as a L ite ra ry  C r i t i c . M i s s  George offers an  im pressive  
body of evidence to  support her contention that Johnson was neither ignored 
nor - - a s  M acaulay would have us believe - -  scorned by the journals of these 
y e a r s . Although i t  is  tru e  that Johnson's name did not crop up so often as 
i t  had during the y ears  im m ediately  following h is death, M iss George te lls  
us tha t, "in the face of new lite ra ry  form s and of a new attitude tow ard 
au thority  and toward the function of the rev iew er, his name occu rred  m ore 
frequently  than that of any other English c ritic  of the p ast o r the contem porary
p e riod . "■’-3
To be su re , th e re  w ere a few outright re jec tio n s of Johnson's c ritic ism , 
and m ost of the journal w r ite rs  censured  him fo r the sam e alleged sh o rt­
comings fo r which he had been belabored by the rev iew ers of h is own day; 
he was said to  be prejud iced , p a rticu la rly  toward Milton and G ray, he was 
said  to be insensitive  of eye and e a r  to the sub tler beauties of nature and 
vers ifica tion , and, m ore  significantly, he was accused  of m isrep resen ting  
the nature of genius in  the Life of Cowley and of failing to respond to the m ost 
im aginative passages of Shakespeare, M ilton, Collins, and G ray with the p ro ­
p e r  degree of appreciative  en thusiasm . ^  But h is Shakespeare c ritic ism  
w as a lm ost un iversally  p ra ise d  fo r i ts  a ttack  on the un ities, and fo r his 
astu teness  in  in te rp re tin g  the m otives and passions of Shakespeare 's 
c h a ra c te rs . ^  As fo r the L ives of the Poets, M iss George s ta te s  that, 
despite the objections offered to his trea tm en t of M ilton and G ray, "the
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m o st im p o rtan t conclusion is  th a t throughout the p e rio d , w ith few exceptions,
the genera l c r it ic a l excellence of the w ork was recogn ized . Specifically ,
Johnson w as p ra ise d  fo r h is d iscussion  of m etaphysica l poe try  in  the Life of
Cowley and fo r h is c r itic ism  of Dry den and Pope. ^
M iss G eo rge 's  conclusion is  sufficiently  c lose  to our purpose to  be
quoted in  some detail;
A ctually , v e ry  few of the  rev iew ers  followed the 
exam ple of C oleridge, whose policy w as one of 
accepting  abso lu te ly  nothing of Johnson’s c r i t i ­
c ism  . . . .  The g e n e ra l tone w as th a t of an e f ­
fo r t to de term ine  w hat p a r t  of his c r it ic ism  was 
s t i l l  valid  and useful to  them  and what p a r t  m ust 
be re je c te d . Since the tendency of the period  w as 
tow ard an apprecia tive  c r itic ism  ra th e r  than a 
c ritic ism  involving an  evaluation of m e r i ts  and 
fau lts , i t  w as d isco v ered  tha t m ore a tten tion  w as 
d irec ted  to the negative than the positive  portions 
of h is op in ions. The p ra is e  he aw arded  w as fo r 
the m ost p a r t  accep ted  a s  a  m a tte r  of cou rse , but 
unfavorable com m ents w ere  m eticu lously  weighed.
T his a ttitude accounts fo r  the fact tha t the general 
c r itic ism  of the P reface to Shake speare  and the 
L ives of the Poets w as favorable a t the sam e tim e 
th a t qualifications w ere  defined. 18
In sh o rt, what the rev iew ers  did not do was t r e a t  Johnson’s judgm ents on
books w ith in d isc rim in a te  contem pt, and M iss George seem s ju stified  in  h e r
conclusion th a t i t  w as M acaulay who w as out of step  in so fa r a s  the journals
w ere  co n cern ed . ^
The position  of the jou rnals  - -  that of s tro n g  if  qualified approval —
is  a lso  re f le c ted  in  o th er con tem porary  s ta tem en ts on Johnson 's c r it ic ism .
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F or exam ple, Nathan Drake complained in 1809 that Johnson's edition of
Shakespeare w as som ething of a disappointm ent and noted that Milton was
the only poet dealt with in  the Lives "who can lay claim  to a tru e  sublim ity
of conception, and an inexhaustible storehouse of im agery . However,
although he reg re tte d  that Johnson's " re len tle ss  p rejud ices" precluded a
higher evaluation, h is final estim ate  of Johnson w as nevertheless one which
any c ritic  m ight envy:
T hat he is  en titled , in the m ost honourable sense 
of the te rm , to the appellation of a  CRITIC, those 
who shall m ere ly  peruse  h is Preface to Shakespeare, 
and h is L ives of Cowley, D ryden, and Pope, w ill 
probably not deny. Since the days of Q uintillian , 
indeed, no b e tte r  specim ens of c ritic ism  than 
these  have been given to the w o rld .21
A few y e a rs  la te r ,  the Rev. F ran c is  Wrangham also  noted Johnson’s
lack of appreciation  for the higiily im aginative in  lite ra tu re  and pointed out
tha t h is Shakespeare had suffered owing to the e d ito r 's  ignorance of the
language and w ritings of Shakespeare’s contem poraries; how ever, h is p ra ise
of the Preface was generous in  the ex trem e:
[The edition} w as ushered  in  by a  p reface w ritten  
with a ll the pow ers of h is m as te rly  pen, and 
certain ly  (whether we consider the beauty and 
energy of i ts  com position, the fe rtility  of its 
c la ss ica l a llusions, the ju stness of its  general 
p recep ts of c ritic ism , o r i ts  accu ra te  estim ation 
of the excellences and the defects of h is author) 
among the m ost valuable of his d isqu isitions. He 
appears in  i t  indeed, as i t  has been em phatically 
rem ark ed , to  r iv a l by the lu s tre  of h is  p ra is e s  the 
splendor of the original; and to follow th is Eagle
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of B ritish  poetry , through a ll his gy res , with as keen 
an eye, and upon a s  strong  a w ing .22
As fo r the L iv e s , W rangham adm itted  th a t although they "display occasionally 
the operation of strong  p re jud ices both in  po litical and poetica l re sp ec ts  . . . 
the volumes contain, indeed, a body of c ritic ism , which fo r acuteness and 
elegance w ill probably never be surpassed . "23
W riting in  1825, Sir Edgerton Brydges likewise complained that John­
son "had none of the m ore m inutely trem ulous percep tions, none of th a t in ­
effable sensib ility  to the m ost happy touches of perfect a r t  in  finished
p o e try ," and adm itted  that it  had taken him m any y ears  to overcom e his anger
24owing to Johnson’s trea tm en t of Collins and G ray. ^  But he concluded that
Johnson’s c ritic ism  a t i t s  best w as such that "no one can b reak  i t ,  compete
with i t ,  o r d im inish  its  value. "25 As exam ples of Johnson's best w ork,
Brydges cited the Lives of Milton and Cowley:
Nothing in  a ll the c ritic ism  of the w orld was 
e v e r w ritten  m ore profound, m ore  ju st, m ore  
vigorous, o r m ore eloquent, than that which he 
has given on Paradise L ost — nothing so new, 
so acute, so exquisitely  happy, a s  that on 
m etaphysical p o e try . 26
In the sam e y ear, the Rev. T . F . Dibden a s se r te d  that Johnson's 
Preface belonged w ith every  edition of Shakespeare, despite the fact that 
"there  is  . . .  a  considerable num ber of w ell read  Shake spearians who a re  
fa r  from  bowing with unqualified subm ission to  a ll the c ritic a l canons i t  con­
ta in s . "27 Dibden recom m ended that the Lives of the Poets be read  a t le a s t
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once every  th ree  y e a rs  and pointed to  Johnson's critique on Paradise Lost 
as  "one of the m ost m as te rly  pe rfo rm ances of the human in te lle c t. "28 M ore­
over, he believed tha t the L ives of Dryden and Pope embodied "som e of the 
happiest specim ens of Johnson's pow ers of n a rra tiv e  and c r i t ic is m . "29 
Johnson also  received  high p ra ise  in  an 1829 episode of Noctes A m brosianae, 
in which "C hristopher N orth" a ssu re d  liis shepherd companion that Samuel 
Johnson, although insane, was neverthe less a gifted c ritic :
Show m e a critique  that beats Ms on Pope, and on 
Dryden - -  nay, even on Milton; and hang me if you 
m ay not re a d  Ms e ssay  on Shakespeare even a fte r 
having read  C harles Lam b, o r  h eard  Coleridge, 
with in creased  adm iration  of the pow ers of a ll 
th ree , and of th e ir  insigh t, through different
av en u es.30
Toward the middle of the century , Lord Brougham, who adm itted to
finding the R am bler deadly dull in  fo rm  and content, found m uch to commend
in  Johnson’s c r i t ic is m . One quality singled out for p ra ise  w as Johnson's
courage in  taking on Shakespeare:
The boldness with wMch Ms m any c ritic a l ob­
jections w ere  offered , deserv es not the le s s  
p ra ise  that S hakespeare 's  num berless and g ross 
faults a re  easy  to d iscern ; because, in presence 
of the m ultitude, one m ight say, even of the 
English nation a t la rg e , th e ir  obvious nature and 
considerable m agnitude has never m ade them  very  
safe to dwell upon .31
Lord Brougham c lea rly  considered  the Lives of the Poets to be Johnson's
g rea tes t w ork, how ever, and cited the Lives of Dryden, Pope, and Cowley
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a s  the b est exam ples of his "h is to ric a l genius [and] c r i t ic a l  acum en. "32 Of 
the Life of Dryden he observed: "Nothing espec ia lly  can be f in e r  o r m ore 
c o rre c t than the e stim ate  of h is  p ro se  s ty le , and the concluding sum m ary  
of liis genera l m e r i ts  a s  a poet p a rtic u la rly , is  not only fu ll, but com posed 
w ith a  s im p lic ity  and e le g a n c e ."33 The "m as te rly  d isse rta tio n  upon m e ta ­
physical p o e try "  in  the Life of Cowley ea rn ed  L ord  Brougham’s M ghest 
accolade, how ever:
Johnson’s "E ssa y ” i s  . . . adm irab le  in  every  
p a r tic u la r :  fu ll of sound re m a rk s , eloquently 
com posed, spark ling  w ith w it, r ic h  in  i l lu s t r a ­
tion , and, above a ll , am ply a tta in ing  its  object, 
by giving a  d esc rip tio n  of the tMng, the sub jec t- 
m a tte r ,  a t  once faithful and s tr ik in g . It m ust 
certa in ly  be p laced  a t  the head of Ms w r i t i n g s  .34
L ord Brougham also  argued  th a t Johnson had been too sev ere ly  censu red  fo r
p rejud ice  in  the  Life of Milton:
T hat he had stro n g  p re p o sse ss io n s  aga in st M ilton 's 
p o litica l opinions, cannot be doubted; but i t  i s  e x ­
tre m e ly  in c o rre c t to  a ffirm , a s  has too genera lly  
been a ffirm ed , th a t tliis  feeling  m ade Mm un fair to 
th a t g re a t p o e t’s m e r i ts .  No one can re a d  h is 
c r it ic ism  on "P arad ise  L ost"  w ithout pe rce iv ing  
th a t he pu ts i t  next to the Iliad , and in  som e r e ­
spec ts  on an equal, i f  not a  M gher, lev e l. . . .
H is objections a re  not a t a ll  g round less: and a l ­
though to  the l e s s e r  p ieces he m ay not be equally  
ju s t, i t  i s  c e rta in  tha t except to  the "L ycidas" he 
shew s no very  m arked  u n fa irn e ss , wM le, in  ob­
se rv in g  the fau lts of o th e rs , he la rg e ly  com m em orates 
th e ir  b e a u tie s .35
In concluding Ms d iscussion  of the L iv e s , L ord  Brougham m ade an  o b se rv a -
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tion which m ost m odem  scho lars would accept a s  valid: "The 'L ife of S w ift,' 
which, a s a piece of biography, stands high in  the collection, is  disfigured by 
m ore  prejudice than any o ther.
At le a s t one rev iew er concurred  with Lord Brougham 's estim ate  of
Johnson’s m e rits  as a c r it ic . W riting in the Dublin Review in  1847, this
anonymous com m entator observed tha t the fourth edition of Johnson's
Shakespeare, p rep a red  "under the supervision  of h is  co -opera to r, George
Stevens , . . was pronounced, and by m any is  s t i ll  esteem ed, the best of
our g rea t d ram a tis t. With specific re fe rence  to  M acaulay 's unflattering
com parison of Johnson and R ym er, the rev iew er said:
Johnson's concise rev iew s a re  m ore tru ly  c ritic a l 
than m ost of those effusions of unqualified and 
ind iscrim inate  adm iration , into which the prevalen t 
and overpow ering enthusiasm  insp ired  by the name 
of Shakespere b e tray s , we cannot say h is c r itic s ,
but h is e u lo g is ts .38
The rev iew er ag reed  with Lord Brougham that the Lives of the Poets was 
"the . . . b est of [Johnson*sj l i te ra ry  perfo rm ances . . . notwithstanding 
C am pbell's and W ordsw orth 's exp ressed  disfavour of the work. "39 He lik e ­
w ise argued that Johnson had been too severe ly  censured  fo r prejudice:
That Johnson w as unjust to Swift and G ray, to the 
fo rm er even as a  p ro se  w r i te r , cannot be denied; 
but collectively he p re sen ts  an  im p a rtia l, perhaps 
even over favour able estim ate  of each p o e t’s 
d istinctive m e r i ts . Viewed in com parison with the 
analogous publications of continental E urope, the 
w ork m ay not shrink  from  a  p a ra lle l w ith those of 
La H arpe, Chenier, Ginguene, T irabosch i, Feyjio,
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A ndres, E ichorne, Schlegel, and o thers; nor 
would the adjudged re s u l t  be to  i ts  d is a d v a n ta g e .^
Support of a  som ew hat m ore  qualified so r t w as voiced in  the e ighteen- 
fo r tie s  by the Rev. H enry F ra n c is  C ary . Although he chided Johnson fo r 
h is conclusion that Shakespeare had lo st the w orld fo r a  quibble, Cary found 
g re a t m e rit in  the P reface: "At the beginning . . .  he has m arked  the 
c h a ra c te r  of our g re a t d ra m a tis t with such pow er of c r it ic ism , a s  th e re  w as 
p erh ap s no exam ple of in  the E nglish  language. Tow ards the conclusion, he 
h a s , I think, successfu lly  defended him  from  the neglect of what a re  called 
the u n itie s . T urning to the L ives of the Poets, Cary offered  the fam ilia r  
n ineteenth  cen tury  com plaint th a t Johnson 's " c r itic ism s  . . . often b e tray  e ith e r 
the w ant of a n a tu ra l percep tion  fo r the h igher beau ties of p o e try , o r  a ta s te  
unim proved by the d iligen t study of the m ost p e rfe c t m o d e ls . ^  the end,
how ever, C ary adopted a  s tra tag em  which, a s  suggested e a r l ie r ,  was to  b e ­
come a  com m onplace of n ineteenth  cen tu ry  com m entators on Johnson - - the  
notion th a t Johnson w rong w as somehow m o re  acute than o th e rs  rig h t:
In h is  v e ry  e r r o r s  a s  a  c r itic  th e re  i s  often 
shewn m ore  ab ility  than in the r ig h t judgm ents 
of m ost o th e r. When he is  m ost w rong, he gives 
u s som e good re a so n  fo r h is  being so . He is  
often m istaken , but never t r iv ia l  and i n s i p i d . 4 3
Iro n ica lly , C ary tu rn ed  Johnson 's own guns against him  in  the m a tte rs  of
blank v e rse  and the  p a s to ra l. Since these  things had p leased  m any and
p leased  long, Cary suggested th a t Johnson should have been w ise  enough to
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recognize  tha t Ms lack  of app recia tion  probably  stem m ed from  his own 
defic iencies of eye and e a r . ^
It should a lso  be noted that, du ring  the f i r s t  half of the nineteenth 
cen tu ry , Johnson enjoyed a m odicum  of support on th is  side of the A t­
lan tic  - -  m o re , in  fac t, than he would see again  fo r over a  hundred y e a rs .
In 1832, W. B. O. Peabody designated c ritic ism  as the "field  in  wMch [John­
so n 's] splendid pow ers appeared  to the b e s t ad v an tag e ," and p ra ise d  both the 
courage and c r it ic a l acum en of the P reface  to  Shakespeare: "His 
Preface . . . , in which he fe a r le ss ly  a ssau lted  a  feeling second in  streng th  
only to re lig io u s  rev e ren ce  . . . [shows] how ev ery  sub ject w as illum inated , 
when he held  i t  in  the concen tra ted  light of Ms m ind. Peabody w as no 
le s s  generous in  Ms p ra ise  of the L ives:
The L ives of the Poets has been by fa r  the m ost 
popu lar of Ms w orks , and is  doub tless the one fo r 
w hich he w ill be m o st rev e ren ced  in  fu ture t im e s .
I t  afforded room  fo r  the d isp lay  of e v ery  kind of 
ta len t: of Ms c r i t ic a l  sagacity , h is burning im a g i­
nation, Ms lea rned  re s e a rc h , and th a t m em ory by 
wMch he re ta in ed  m any curious anecdotes and t r a i ts  
of c h a ra c te r , wliich would have o therw ise  been l o s t . ^
T hat Johnson w as som etim es led into e r r o r  through p re ju d ice , Peabody read ily
agreed ; how ever, he posed a  pointed question on tM s sco re : "How w as i t
reasonab le  to expect, that he should follow the p re ju d ices  of o thers in  p re fe r -  
47ence to M s own?" Sam uel G risw old G oodrich, as "P e ter P arley , " likew ise 
p ra ise d  the  P reface  to Shakespeare a s  "equal to  anytMng of the kind e v e r
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produced"^  and concluded th a t " it w as indeed in  h is  c ritic ism  th a t [Johns on j  
chiefly  excelled , though Ms captious hum or led  Mm genera lly  to d isparage 
a ll  m odem  productions. John F ro s t,  w riting  a t the tu rn  of the ha lf- 
cen tu ry , w as som ewhat le s s  en th u s ia s tic . He com plained th a t Johnson "wanted 
th a t de lica te  percep tion  and deep knowledge of the w orkings of the passions 
wMch w ere  n e c e ssa ry "  fo r c ritic ism , but conceded tha t Ms Preface had g re a t 
m e r it  and th a t the L iv e s , a lbe it co lo red  by p re ju d ice , contained "much sound 
c r i t ic ism .
A ll in  a ll , the foregoing com m ents re f le c t an attitude tow ard Johnson's 
c ritic ism  which is  strong ly  favorable and notably free  — with the possib le  
exception of those of the Rev. Cary — of the influence of the g re a t Rom antic 
c r i t ic s .  To be su re , the com m enta to rs c ited  a re  few in num ber; but not m any 
would be reqM red  to c a s t doubt on the p reva iling  tw entieth  cen tury  notion that 
Johnson the c r i t ic  w as uM versa lly  ignored  o r condem ned throughout the n ine­
teen th  cen tu ry . He c le a rly  had a t  le a s t  a  few su p p o rte rs  throughout the f i r s t  
ha lf of the century , and, a s  we sh a ll se e , he seem s to have gained streng th  
s tead ily  in  the fifty  y e a rs  wMch follow ed.
A prom inent landm ark  in  the grow th of Johnson 's repu ta tion  in  the 
second h a lf of the cen tu ry  seem s to  have been the  publication  in  1854 of P e ter 
Cunningham 's edition of the L ives of the P o e ts .51 An anonymous rev iew er 
in  Bentley 's M iscellany  w elcom ed the edition w ith the re m a rk  tha t "We have 
now, fo r  the f i r s t  tim e  since Johnson 's death , a  w e ll-ed ited  edition of Ms
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m a s te rp ie c e . A lthough the  re v ie w e r conceded th a t som e of Johnson 's 
c r i t ic a l  opinions w e re  now g e n e ra lly  d iscounted, he n e v e rth e le s s  in s is ted  
th a t i t  w as u n iv e rsa lly  recogn ized  th a t Johnson had "occasionally  la id  down 
m axim s which a re  good fo r  a ll  t im e . " Indeed, he suggested  that even the 
d iscounted  judgm ents w e re  p robab ly  m o re  w idely ad m ired  than  the  fash ionable  
but le s s  live ly  judgm ents of m ore  re c e n t w r i te r s .  The rev ie w er explained 
th is  paradox  by pointing to  Johnson’s unsw erving in s is ten c e  th a t tru th  is  th e  
b a s is  of a ll ex ce llen ce , a  m axim  w hich in  h is  opinion exp lained  "b e tte r  than  
a  thousand c r i t ic is m s  the hold th a t Johnson has on the m inds and affections 
of h is  coun trym en .
T urning to  th e  con ten ts of th e  new ed ition , the re v ie w e r rem a rk ed  the 
exce llence  of the L ives of D ryden and Pope and singled  out the  L ife  of Cowley 
fo r  sp ec ia l p ra is e  owing to  the d isc u ss io n  of m etaphysica l p o e try , "a c r i t i ­
c ism  w hich is  in  i ts e lf  a  tr ib u te  to  [Johnson 's] love of the  n a tu ra l and tru e , 
and contain ing  inc iden ta lly  som e fine  m ax im s. "54 F u r th e rm o re , the r e ­
v iew er w as even w illing  to  defend Johnson 's judgm ent of M ilton aga in st 
c h a rg e s  of p re ju d ic e , if not ag a in st those  w hich p laced  the su b tle r  b eau ties  
of the  m in o r poem s beyond h is  ken:
Much h a s  b een  sa id  of the want of ap p rec ia tio n  d i s ­
covered  by th is  g re a t  c r i t ic  of M ilton 's  gen ius; bu t, 
if c a re fu lly  re a d , th is  c h a rg e  w ill sc a rc e ly  s tand , 
fo r  i t  is  th e  theo log ian  and  p o litic ian  which Johnson 
d is lik e s . Of the poet h e  adm its  th a t th e re  can  be  no 
question ; and, indeed, we m ay look around  in  vain  
fo r  a  f in e r  c r i t ic is m  in  a condensed shape of the
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"Paradise L ost, " than that which proceeded from  
h is  pen. It is  tru e  that he is  not s im ila rly  prodigal 
of p ra ise  in  the c a se  of M ilton 's o ther productions; 
that he fo rg e ts  to m ention the "Hymn to the N ativity , " 
a  sublim e effo rt, fu ll of choice im agery , and through 
which th e re  is  a sa c re d  ve in , which p u rifie s  and 
w onderfully heightens the in te re s t  of the poem . He 
ju s t a lludes to the "L 'A lleg ro"  and the "P enseroso , " 
and one is  tem pted to  believe that the a iry  beauty of 
these  gem s w as not fu lly  apprecia ted  by the solid 
D octor. But the trea tm en t which the "Paradise L ost"  
has rece ived  a t the hands of Johnson, should su re ly  
re sc u e  him  from  the charge  of being blind to M ilton’s 
gen ius. 55
W riting a y e a r  la te r  in the New Monthly M agazine, "S ir N athaniel, "
c le a r ly  under the sway of Rom antic ideas about poe try , w as not so c e rta in
that Cunningham 's edition of the L ives w as a b less in g  to  an  age which, in
h is opinion, had re je c te d  Johnson 's ideas in toto:
His c r i t ic is m s  a re  of the eighteenth cen tu ry , and it 
is  now the nineteenth , and the b e tte r  half of that too 
gone. To the nineteenth cen tu ry  belong poetical 
ta s te s  of profounder sen sib ility , and c r i t ic a l  judg­
m ents of m ore  subtle sc ru tiny , nobler a sp ira tio n s , 
fin e r sym path ies, deeper search ings of h e a r t , than
to its  p re d e c e sso r . 56
A fter exp ress in g  a good m any m o re  re se rv a tio n s  of a s im ila r  n a tu re , S ir 
N athaniel finally  concluded that d issen ting  nineteenth cen tu ry  re a d e rs  would 
benefit fro m  exposure to Johnson 's obsolete id eas . He ju stified  th is  conclu­
sion  with a fam ilia r  equivocation:
[EJven when w rong, [Johnson] is  s t i l l  sagacious and 
penetra ting , and the re a d e r  never lo se s  the p resen ce  
of a  c le a r  in te lle c t. A re flec tiv e  re a d e r  w ill find in -
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com parab ly  m ore  enjoym ent and in struc tion , in 
follow ing, under p ro te s t, the lead  of a  m asculine  
m ind, devious and a s tra y  though the rou te  may 
b e , than in  keeping up w ith, and potentially  out­
running and "preventing, " a  com m on-place w rite r  
of sym pathies and convictions accu ra te ly  en rap p o rt 
with his own. 57
What c le a rly  troubled  S ir N athaniel w as the prob lem  which, a s  sug­
g ested  a t the ou tse t, Johnson p resen ted  to  anyone dom inated by the c r it ic ism  
of the g re a t  R om antics. In o rd e r to g ran t Johnson a place of resp ec tab ility  
in the rea lm  of c r i t ic ism , such a  p e rso n  had to adm it the inadm issab le  - -  
th a t there  was an im portan t re la tionsh ip  betw een good sense  and poe try . S ir 
N athaniel solved the prob lem  by co n fe rrin g  the title  of honorary  poet on the 
w r ite rs  Johnson dealt w ith in the L iv e s :
W here understanding a lone, M r. Cunningham con­
tends , is  sufficient fo r poetical c r i t ic ism , the d e ­
c is ions of Johnson a re  genera lly  r ig h t. Coleridge 
would have objected that th is  is  ju s t  what the u n d er­
standing n ev er is  sufficient fo r; tha t poetica l c r i t i ­
c ism , in any sense w orthy the. nam e, is  the province 
of som ething above and beyond the understanding .
But allow ing, if only by co u rte sy , that c e r ta in  v e r s e - 
m ak e rs  of estab lished  repu te  a re  "poets , " whose 
"poetry" is  c h a rac te rize d  in fac t by a prom inent and 
pervading e x e rc ise  of the "understanding, " and wholly 
devoid of "the light that never w as on sea  o r sho re , 
the consecra tion  of the p o e t's  d ream , " - -  then su re ly  
Johnson w as qualified to  do them  ju stice ; to gauge 
th e ir  m e r its , to app recia te  th e ir  se v e ra l c h a ra c te r is ­
t ic s ,  to show w herein  lay th e ir  w eaknesses and w herein
th e ir  s tren g th . 58
In the sam e y e a r , George G ilfillan , ostensib ly  w riting  a review  of
C roker in the E clectic  Review , a lso  m ade an e ffo rt to find a t le a s t  a  m inor
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place fo r Johnson within the fram ew ork of Romantic c r itic a l ideas:
The name of Johnson a s  a c ritic  has had a somewhat 
fluctuating h is to ry . Once ra ted  too high, it is  now, 
we think, pushed fa r  below its  leve l. The tru e  way 
to describe  h is c ritic ism  is to say it is  the c ritic ism  
of gigantic but cram ped  common sense. He lacks 
that sub tler instinc t which detects minute beauties, 
and that recherche  tas te  which d istinguishes the 
se c re t flav o rs  of excellence. Nor has he any p rin c i­
p les of c ritic ism  entitled to the p ra ise  of depth, 
com prehensiveness, o r originality . 59
Specifically, G ilfillan found Johnson's gigantic common sense at fault in judg­
ing adversely  the m ore fanciful e ffo rts of Shakespeare, Milton, G ray, and 
Collins; but it is  c le a r  that he did not share  S ir N athan iel's conviction that 
the g rea t n e o -c la ss ica l poets could be called  poets only by courtesy:
Probably the g re a te s t  e r r o r ,  a fte r a ll, com m itted by 
Johnson a s  a c ritic  is  the prodigious liking he has to 
Dryden and Pope, and the preference  he gives them 
above Young and Thompson [ sic ], if not above 
M ilton and Shakspeare them se lves. That Dryden and 
Pope w ere  tru e  p o e ts , and that the la tte r  w as in  many 
re sp e c ts  an exquisite a r t i s t ,  we dare not deny. But 
that in  n a tu re , in genius - - in that power which 
c re a te s  - -  which throw s out m asses  of m olten ore — 
they a tta in  e ith e r to the m easure  of the author of the 
"Seasons'* or of the "Night Thoughts, " we venture, 
in comm on with m ost c r i t ic s  now, to doubt. 60
G ilfillan designated the L ives of Dryden and Pope a s  the "m ost m as te rly  c r i t i ­
cal e ssay s which [Johnson’s] pen ev er p ro d u ce d " ;^  he rese rv ed  h is g rea te s t 
p ra is e , how ever, fo r the c ritique  on Paradise L o st. Because it cam e from  
the pen of an enem y, th is  evaluation reached  the sublim e, in G ilfillan1 s 
opinion: "Not to be com pared c ritic a lly  with some o ther trib u tes , m orally
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i t  excels them  a ll.
The Rev. Whitwell Elwin, w riting  a  few years  la te r  in  the Q uarterly  
Review, was fa r  le ss  apologetic. Although he, too, w as p rim arily  con­
cerned  with review ing a new edition of C ro k e r 's  Boswell, he nevertheless found 
room  fo r a strong  defense of Johnson's c ritic ism , as w ell a s  fo r a few pungent 
rem a rk s  on Johnson's nineteenth century d e tra c to rs . Since the quality of 
E lw in 's indignation is  a s  im portant to our purpose a s  the substance of h is 
re m a rk s , h is sta tem ent is  quoted a t  som e length:
[TJo h ear the language, which is  som etim es used, 
i t  m ight be supposed that [the L ives of the PoetsJ 
w ere an ignominious failu re  - - a  collection of 
blind p re jud ices and false d e c ree s , which only 
exhibit h is defective ta s te  and d ic ta to ria l inso lence.
The sole ground of th is absurd  idea is  that he did 
not adm ire  sufficiently the m inor poem s of M ilton, 
the "C astle  of Indolence" of Thom son, and the Odes 
of Collins and G ray. T here have always been two 
schools of poetry  — one which ad d resses  i ts e lf  to 
the im agination, the other to  the rea so n . Few 
persons a re  p o ssessed  of the catholic ta s te  which 
re lish e s  both. Johnson belonged to the school of 
reason , and had little  appreciation  of ru ra l  im ages 
and the flights of fancy. Those who have attacked 
him  fo r h is  insensib ility  did not perceive tha t th e ir  
own w as g rea te r: tha t if  they applauded what he con­
demned, they likew ise condemned what he applauded, 
and that he did not depreciate  a  few of th e ir  favourite 
p ieces so much below th e ir  r e a l  level as  they them ­
selves underra ted  the works of Dryden and Pope. No 
in justice com m itted by him approaches the in justice  
with which he has been tre a te d . The p a rts  of h is  
book which a re  open to exception a re  only a  frac tion  
of the whole; the bulk of it  consists of c ritic ism  
which for acu teness of d iscrim ination , w arm th  of 
p ra is e , ju stn ess  of c en su re , and force of exp ression
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is  s t i l l  u n r iv a lle d . No one has d isc o u rse d  of 
"P a rad ise  L o st"  w ith such sp lendour of eulogy 
and a  n ic e r  sense  of i ts  g ran d eu r and d e fe c ts .
No one h as app roached  h im  in  the  com bination 
of tru th  and pow er w ith w hich he has w ritte n  
upon D ryden , A ddison, and Pope. No one has 
e v e r  p roduced  a  m o re  m a s te r ly  an a ly s is  than  
th a t in  w hich he tak es  to  p ie c e s  the co n ce its  of 
Cowley, and shows th e ir  ta le n t on the  one hand 
and th e ir  ra d ic a l  fau lts  upon the o th e r . T h ere  
i s  not a  sing le  book in  the  whole ran g e  of E nglish  
l i te ra tu re  w hich con ta ins so m any  o rig in a l and 
ir re p ro a c h a b le  canons o f c r i t ic is m , o r  w hich 
could be of equal a s s is ta n c e  to  s tuden ts  in  fo rm ­
ing  th e ir  ta s te  and d ire c tin g  them  in  the e n ­
ligh tened  p e ru s a l of the b e s t  m odels fro m  the end 
o f the  seventeenth  cen tu ry  to  the m idd le  of the 
e ig h teen th . 63
Although they  w ere  p e rh ap s  not w illin g  to  go quite so f a r  a s  Elw in 
in  defending Johnson, th e re  w ere  a t le a s t  two com m en ta to rs in  the  e ig h teen - 
s ix tie s  who found m uch  to com m end in  h is  c r i t ic is m , and on s im ila r  g rounds. 
The f i r s t  is  the anonym ous re v ie w e r of Cunningham who w as c ited  in  the  
f i r s t  ch ap te r fo r  h is  opening o b se rv a tio n  th a t "S ca rce ly  any book w ritte n  a 
cen tu ry  ago enjoys g re a te r  popu larity  now than  Johnson 's L ives of the 
P o e ts . "6^ The re v ie w e r  w as su ffic ien tly  im bued w ith R om antic id ea s  to 
acknowledge th a t Johnson w as in fe r io r  to  C oleridge in  the h ig h est dep artm en t 
of c r i t ic is m  - -  th a t " in  which the c r i t ic  show s h is  ap p rec ia tio n  of au th o rs  
whom he thoroughly  a d m ire s , and connects the  p a r t ic u la r  view s of the 
au tho r whom he i s  studying w ith a  g e n e ra l sy s te m  of m o r a l s ."65 But he 
w ent on to  poin t out th a t the c r i t ic  i s  obliged to  do m o re  than  a p p rec ia te
h is  sub ject:
46
Much the g re a te r  p a r t  of c r itic ism  consists  in  
applying common sense to decide on the value of 
w hat has been w ritten , and in sta ting  the re s u lt  
in  a  te llin g  s ty le . In th is  departm en t of c ritic ism  
Johnson is  un rivalled , and so fa r  h is c ritic is in g  
m u st rem a in  a  perm anen t m odel to a ll English  
c r i t i c s . 66
M oreover, the rev ie w er a s s e r te d  that even in  the h igher re a lm  of a p p re c ia ­
tive c r itic ism  Johnson had m uch to  say  to the n ineteenth century:
He w as fa r  too generous not to p ra is e  h e a rtily  
when he p ra ise d  a t a l l ,  and every th ing  he p ra is e s  
would be p ra is e d  in  th ese  days fo r  the exact 
q ua lities  he finds in  i t  to  ap p rove . He i s  fa r  too 
good a c r it ic  to be alw ays sn eerin g . Nothing 
can be w a m e r and m ore  u n rese rv ed  than  h is 
panegry ic  on D ryden 's Odes and Pope's Rape of 
the L ock . But he did not ca re  m uch fo r the v e ry  
h ighest poe try , and he had none of the m e ta ­
physica l analy sis  which Coleridge w orked w ith 
so m uch subtlety  a few y e a rs  l a t e r . 61
The second com m entator, George R oss, m ade m ore  o r le s s  the sam e
point about the b u sin ess  of c r i t ic is m . He was w illing  to concede not only
th a t Johnson w as defic ien t in  poetic  feeling , but that the deficiency constitu ted
a  handicap in  h is  M ilton c ritic ism ; he w ent on to a rg u e , how ever, that
poe tic  feeling i s  not the only c r ite r io n  of c r it ic a l ex ce llen ce :
His judgm ent on every th ing  outside that sanctuary  
[ i . e .  the r e c e s s e s  of the p o e t's  m indj w as in ­
com parab le, h is pe rcep tion  w as keen, h is d is ­
c rim ina tion  ju s t , h is conclusions undeniable. He 
had the w isdom  of the sa g e , but he was without the 
sen sitiv en ess  of the poet; and we m u st judge him  by 
w hat he w as, not by what he w as n o t. . . . N ot­
w ithstanding these  objections, i t  should be re m e m ­
bered  tha t l i te ra ry  c r it ic ism  m ust be lim ited  chiefly
47
to the exhibition of the laws of g ram m ar, of 
construction, and the pecu lia rities  of fo rm .
W riting is  an a r t ,  and a s  an a r t  i t  m ust be r e ­
viewed. A fter we have approved o r  condemned 
a sentim ent there  is  not much to be said  about 
i t .  The perception  is  a m a tte r  of feeling . The 
mode in  which the sentim ents a re  p resen ted  to 
the mind — the a r t ,  in  fac t, of the com poser — 
is  the m ain subject of c ritic ism . Hence only can 
its  canons be educed, and within th is  sphere only 
can they have any application. F o r th is  reason  
m ost of our g rea te s t c r itic s  a re  of the Johnsonian
ty p e .68
The m odem  notion that Johnson had no currency  a s  a c ritic  in  the nineteenth 
century is  one th a t had c learly  never en tered  R oss’ m ind. His d iscussion  
begins with the observation that "Johnson’s reputation  as a c r it ic  stands 
deserved ly  high" a lbeit not so high a s  i t  had in  h is  own day. 69
It has been obvious that m ost of the favorable comm ents on John­
son’s c ritic ism  during the la tte r  half of the nineteenth century w ere con­
cerned with the Lives of the Poets; indeed, m ost of them  w ere evoked by 
new editions of the L iv e s . T here is  a t lea s t som e indication, however, 
th a t Johnson’s Shakespeare c ritic ism  likewise w as not forgotten during 
the p erio d . F o r exam ple, George G ilfillan, in  the essay  cited  above, adm itted 
th a t Johnson was deficient in  judging Shakespeare 's delicacy and g rac e , but 
he suggested that no c ritic  was b e tte r  able than Johnson to cope with Shake­
sp e a re ’s power:
It w as, a s  in  re fe ren ce  to  Milton - -  the might 
of Shakespeare he adm ired  - -  that pow er he 
p o ssessed  over the passions — the g rasp  he
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takes of the b roader e lem ents of human natu re  —
Ms resem blance to  a  Genie of the "Arabian N igh ts,"  
in  his sw iftness and supernatu ra l streng th , that 
called up blood into Johnson's faded cheek and fire  
into h is  dim  e y e . . . .  When he cam e down from  
tM s general estim ate  of the dem oniac force that 
was Shakespeare, and of i ts  stupendous re s u lts ,  
to the exam ination of p a rtic u la r  p lays, and the 
d issec tion  of p a rtic u la r  c h a ra c te rs , he was le s s  
successfu l. It was with Ms m ental as  with Ms 
bodily eyesight. He saw g re a t broad  outlines, 
but not m inute d e ta i ls .70
The Rev. WMtwell Elwin exp ressed  approval of a m ore com prehen­
sive s o r t .  Although noting Mat Johnson, despite Ms p rom ise  to do so , had 
"neither read  the old books nor w as p a rticu la rly  Mce in  the com parison of 
old c o p ie s ,"  Elwin nev erth e less  concluded that "Ms tex t was the p u res t 
wMch had M therto a p p ea re d ."71 Elwin a lso  found much m e rit in  the 
m odel "conciseness and perspicM ty" of the Notes, and m ore p a rticu la rly  
in  the P re face :
His fam ous p reface  has never been re lish ed  by 
those whose ido la try  of Shakespeare overpow ers 
th e ir  judgm ent, and who canoMse h is fau lts out 
of adm iration  fo r Ms beau ties. Exceptions m ay 
be taken to one o r two of Johnson's positions, 
and he has certa in ly  not done ju stice  to the 
poetical side of M s a u th o r 's  ch arac te r; but he 
p ra is e s  him  to the height of h is g rea tness as 
a delineator of na tu re , and in  language wMch, 
though som etim es redundant, is  s till  m agnifi­
cent . But the crowMng excellence of the p reface  
is  the passage  in  which he re fu te s  the accepted 
dogma th a t unity of tim e and place w as e ssen tia l 
to d ram atic  p robability , and by pushing the p r in c i­
ple upon wMch the assum ption r e s ts  to its  ex trem e
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consequences, show s, w ith invincible logic and 
poignant w it, th a t i t  w as not only fa lse , but
rid ic u lo u s . 7 2
Somewhat la te r ,  J. P a rk e r N o rris  o ffered  an  a p p ra isa l of Johnson 's 
Shakespearean  endeavors which w as le s s  favorable but s t i l l  fa r  from  conde­
scending. Noting tha t i t  w as fortunate  th a t Johnson 's repu ta tion  did not 
depend on M s edition  of S hakespeare , wMch a s  a whole w as "not w orthy of 
so g rea t a  m an a s  he undoubtedly w as, "73 N o rris  n ev e rth e le ss  found so m e- 
tM ng to  com m end in  the P reface:
A p re face  of seventy-tw o pages follows the second 
title -p ag e  in  the f i r s t  volum e, and is  undoubtedly 
the  b e s t p a r t  of the  w ork . I t  is  exceedingly  w ell 
w ritte n , and few w r i te r s  on Shakespeare have 
p roduced a b e tte r  e ssa y  than Johnson 's p re fa c e .
His c r itic ism s  on the e d ito rs  who p reced ed  Mm 
in  editing the poet a r e ,  on the w hole, v e ry  ju s t, 
and he c le a rly  points out the  m e r i ts  and fau lts  
of e a c h . He i s  how ever un fa ir in  w hat he says 
about Theobald, and som ew hat too laudato ry  in  
M s re m a rk s  concerning  W ar bu rton . 74
Still la te r  in  the cen tu ry , E . W alder not only recogM zed Johnson
a s  a  valuable i f  im p erfec t c r i t ic  of Shakespeare  but a lso  designated him
an im portan t p re c u rs o r  of the Rom antic c r i t ic s  on the b a s is  of Ms defense
of Shakespeare in the m a tte rs  of m ixed com edy and tragedy  and the uM ties:
[JohnsonJ adm ired  Shakspere a s  fa r  a s  Ms com - 
m o n -sen se  allow ed Mm but no fu rth e r; and of the 
d eep e r su b tle tie s , and the stupendous g rea tn ess  
of M s d ram atic  a r t  he had no conception . Yet 
he understood  Shakspere m uch b e tte r  than  Ms 
p re d e c e s s o rs , and e n te red  m ore  into h is  
s p ir i t .  . . . But i t  i s  Johnson’s g re a t p ra is e
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a s  a  Shaksperian  c ritic  th a t he refu ted  once and 
fo r a ll ,  by stu rdy  com m on-sense and invincible 
logic the opinion, held  fo r so long, that Shakspere 
ought to have conform ed to  the ru le s  of A ris to tle  
concern ing  the un ities of ac tion , tim e  and p la c e .7^
By f a r  the m ost in trigu ing  sta tem en t on Johnson’s Shakespeare c r i t i ­
c ism  during  the p e riod  is  th a t of W illiam  Cyples, who w as c ited  in  the p r e -  
ceding chap ter fo r h is observation  th a t Johnson "is the only c r it ic  we have 
who is  re a d  from  one generation  to a n o th e r ."  It should be m ade c le a r , 
p e rh ap s , tha t Cyples specifica lly  denied th a t Johnson w as "a g rea t c r i t ic  
in  the high, o rig ina l s e n s e . B u t  he did give him c re d it  fo r du rab ility  
and in fluence :
He is  s t i ll  the m ost genera lly  recognized  c r it ic  
in  our l ite ra tu re ; tru e , i t  has not m any. E a r l ie r  
we ventured  to say tha t in  so f a r  a s  Englishm en 
a t  a ll  qualify th e ir  id o la try  of Shakespeare, the 
bulk of them  s t i l l  take th e ir  opinion of the p lays 
from  Johnson.7,7
Although th ese  few favorable com m ents could sc a rc e ly  support the 
contention th a t Johnson p layed  a  dom inant ro le  in  n ineteenth  cen tury  Shake­
speare  c r i t ic ism , they do p e rm it us to qualify our accep tance of D. Nichol 
Sm ith’s conclusion th a t Johnson’s edition  of Shakespeare w as u n iv ersa lly  
sco rned  in  the  period  and th a t h is "P reface  in  p a rtic u la rly  w as rem em b ered  
only to be d e sp ise d ." 7 ** As we have seen , a t  lea s t a  few w r ite rs  th rough­
out the cen tu ry  rem em b ered  the edition of Shakespeare and  its  P reface in  a  
som ew hat m ore  favorable l ig h t .
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Another im portant y ear in  our consideration of Johnson's reputation 
as a  c r it ic  in  V ictorian England is  1878, fo r i t  m arked  the publication of 
two books which we sha ll consider in  som e de ta il tow ard the end of th is 
chapter: Matthew A rnold 's edition of The Six Chief Lives from  Johnson’s 
Lives of the Poets and S ir L eslie Stephen's Samuel Johnson. What concerns 
us a t th is  point is  the w holehearted approval of Johnson’s c ritic ism  which 
is  exp ressed  in a review  of the la t te r  volume — along with new editions 
of Boswell and R asse las — in an 1885 issue  of the Q uarterly  Review. The 
m ajo r concern of the rev iew er was Johnson’s enduring appeal to his 
countrym en: "W hatever may be the reason , i t  is  unquestionably tru e  that 
Johnson's influence is  not only an enduring one, but is  probably stronger 
now tha t it  has ev er been since h is  d e a t h . T h e  rev iew er went on to 
theo rize  that the reaso n  fo r Johnson's strength  lay in h is stubborn inde­
pendence of mind:
New standards of c ritic ism  have been e s ta b ­
lished , m any of which would have provoked h is 
contemptuous indignation. . . . and yet the 
authority  of Johnson, h is m anner of viewing 
certa in  soc ia l and lite ra ry  questions which 
m ust always re ta in  th e ir  in te re s t, the 
trenchant judgments which he m ade im p re s ­
sive by h is  m anner of de livering  and en fo rc­
ing them , h is m ental attitude even when defend­
ing th eo ries  which would nowadays command 
little  a sse n t, - -  a ll  these  rem ain  w ith us as 
fresh  and vigorous as e v e r . It would alm ost 
seem  as  if , in an age like our own, which can 
boast of little  independent judgm ent, and is  so 
easily  swayed by the cap rices of superfic ial
fashion  in  thought a s  w ell a s  in  l i te ra tu re ,  we 
w ere  a ttra c te d  by the v e ry  sense  of our own 
w eakness to the m anly and vigorous independence 
which, even in h is p re ju d ice s , n e v e r d e se rte d  
Johnson. 80
M ore specifica lly , the rev ie w er spoke up fo r Johnson’s c ritic ism
in  the L ives of the Poets:
We have lea rn ed  to  sn e e r a t  the c r it ic ism s  in  the 
"L ives of the P o e ts ," and a  few m odern  schools 
a re  content to re g a rd  som e of the "L ives"  a s  too 
outrageous to re q u ire  to be m et by d e libera te  
a rgum en t. But i t  would be w ell a t  the sam e tim e 
to rem e m b e r th a t not one of Johnson 's c r it ic ism s  
in  those "L ives"  has fa iled  to e x e rc ise  a  d istinc t 
and app reciab le  e ffect on the repu ta tion  of i ts  
su b jec t. We m ay d ispute h is  conclusions; we m ay 
de tect him  in  inaccu racy ; we m ay see  the influence 
of p re jud ice  in  his judgm ents. But no m an, a t ­
tem pting  a  fa ir  e s tim ate  of the genius of Cowley, 
of M ilton, of D ryden, o r  of Swift, can afford  to 
ignore the v e rd ic t given on each  by Johnson in  the 
"L ives of the Poets. " Of how m any con tem porary  
w orks of c r itic ism  w ill the sam e thing be said  a 
hundred  y e a rs  hence?®1
W riting in  the G entlem an’s M agazine five y e a rs  la te r ,  H. W.
M assingham  voiced a  s im ila r  conclusion concern ing  Johnson’s stay ing
pow er vis a  v is th a t of m ore  re c e n t E nglish  c r it ic s :
As a  c r i t ic  Johnson is  exce llen t - -  in te lligen t, 
sh rew d, knowing - -  and Ms w orth  m ay be w ell 
gauged by com paring  Mm w ith M s contem po­
r a r ie s ,  and even w ith the c r i t ic a l  school of the 
e a r l ie r  y e a rs  of the n ineteenth  cen tu ry . He has 
been abused  fo r  M s m is ta k e s . W hat c r i t ic  is  
w ithout them ? What about the Edinburgh Review­
e r s ?  How m any of F ra n c is  Jeffrey ’s l i te ra ry  
v e rd ic ts  rem ain ?  I  w as read in g  an a r tic le  the
o th er day to show tha t not one w as w orth  die p ap er 
i t  w as w ritten  on. What w ill C arly le 's  h is to r ic a l 
c r it ic ism s  be w orth  fifty y e a rs  hence? What a re  
M r. F ro u d e 's  w orth  now? . . . C ritics have built 
a  repu ta tion  on a tith e  of the sound th ings sc a tte re d  
up and down "The L ives of the P o e ts ." Cowley’s ,
Dryden* s , and M ilto n 's , in  sp ite  of the te r r ib le  
"how ler" about "L ycidas, " a re  exce llen t, and a s  
lively  a s  a  d in n e r-b e ll. Read them , and then say  
w hether Johnson 's fam e a s  a  c r i t ic  w as undeserved , 
o r  w hether you would put him  down from  h is l i te ra ry  
th ro n e .^2
Still la te r  in  the e ig h teen -n in e tie s , W illiam  Minto e x p re sse d  p ra ise  
of Johnson of a  som ewhat le s s  en th u sia stic  but p e rh ap s  m ore  substan tia l 
kind; in  h is L ite ra tu re  of die G eorgian E r a , Minto not only d ea lt w ith 
Johnson a s  a  g re a t and im portan t c r i t ic , but singled out fo r p ra is e  two 
qualities which m ost n ineteen th  cen tury  c r i t ic s  would have denied him : 
d iose  of to le ran ce  and catholicity  of ta s te .  As p roof of Johnson 's to le r ­
ance , Minto c ited  Johnson’s benign attitude tow ard W arton 's  E ssay  on 
Pope:
No m an w as e v e r  le s s  d isposed  than Johnson to 
su p p ress  independent c r it ic ism , how ever p a r a ­
doxical th is  m ay seem  to  those  who have been 
taught to re g a rd  him  a s  the inflexible adm in i­
s t r a to r  of narrow  and a rb i t r a ry  c r it ic a l  la w s .
He w as punctiliously  conscientious in  alw ays 
giving a re a so n  fo r  h is  c r it ic a l  d ec is io n s . . . .
T hat h is  rea so n s  w ere  alw ays valid  would be too 
m uch to  c laim ; but they  w ere  alw ays, except 
when throw n off in  the cap rice  of conversation , 
the re s u lt  of profound and p en etra tin g  thought, 
and he would be a  v e ry  p resum ptuous c r i t ic  
tha t should ligjitly se t them  a s id e .
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M ore sign ifican tly , p e rh ap s , M into a rgued  that Johnson 's flex i­
b ility  - -  the catholicity  of ta s te  which enabled h im  to see the m e rits  of 
such d iv e rse  poets a s  Pope, C ollins, G ray, M ilton, Dryden, and Shake­
sp eare  - -  helped pave the way fo r the "sp lendid  outburst of poetic  production 
in  a  subsequent g e n e r a t i o n . " ^  As proof of Johnson's flex ib ility  and bread th  
of c r i t ic a l  app recia tion , M into c ited  Johnson’s observation  th a t Corneille 
w as to Shakespeare a s  a clipped hedge w as to  a  fo res t: "T his i s  not the 
language of a narrow  and exclusive c rit ic  w ith a  single eye to c o rre c tn e ss  
of an a r tif ic ia l  kind. ”88
The num ber of favorab le  re fe re n c e s  to Johnson's c r itic ism  in the 
f i r s t  decade of die new cen tu ry  supports the  notion that he m ay have been  
enjoying a  m ild rev iv a l a t the t im e . The f i r s t  item  to be considered  a fte r  .. 
1900 i s ,  of co u rse , George S ain tsbu ry 's  A H isto ry  of C ritic ism  and L it-  
e ra ry  T aste  in  Europe (1900-04). S a in tsb u ry 's  d iscussion  of Johnson's 
c r itic ism  w ill be considered  in  some d e ta il in  a  la te r  chap ter; fo r the 
m om ent i t  is  sufficien t to note th a t a f te r  d iscu ss in g  o ther English c r it ic s  
of the eighteenth  century  he tu rn ed  to Johnson w ith the follow ing rem a rk :
"But we m ust leave m in o ritie s , and come to  him  who is  h e re  [the g rea t 
o n e J ."86 John Hepburn M illa r ’s The M id-E ighteenth  C en tu ry , which 
appeared  in  1902, needs to be considered  m o re  c losely , fo r we shall not 
be re tu rn in g  to  i t .  Taking exception to the  p reva iling  e s tim a te  of the 
L ives of the Poets a s  a  co llection  of p re ju d ice s  and an tiquated  id eas,
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M illax a rgued  tha t the w ork  w as a  g re a t and s ti ll  v ita l e ssa y  in  l i te ra ry
c r i t ic ism . Indeed, M illa r  can be sa id  to have sounded the keynote fo r  a
m ajo r segm ent of m odern  Johnson scho larsh ip :
It i s  a  sim ple  and popular m ode of e s tim atin g  a 
g re a t w ork  of c r it ic ism  to te s t  the a u th o r 's  
opinions by th e ir  conform ity  w ith the accep ted  
views of our own day. We take Johnson 's a ttack  
upon the m etaphysica l p o e try  of Cowley and h is 
school, and we say , What adm irab le  reasoning!
We take h is com m ent on M ilton 's L y c id as , and 
we say , W hat deplorable obtuseness! We never 
pause to inquire  w hether the ground of both judg­
m ents is  not iden tical; and w hether (as in  fac t is  
the case) they  do not equally  depend upon canons 
of s in c e rity  which m ay be rig h t o r which m ay be 
w rong. What the p re se n t-d a y  c r i t ic  has to do, 
and shows no signs of doing, i s  to  explain  why 
those canons should be applicable to  the w ork  
of one poet and not to tha t o f the o th e r . The 
L ives cannot be judged by e legan t e x tr a c ts , such 
a s  the com parison  of Pope and D ryden. The te a c h ­
ing of the book m u st be ga thered  from  a  reasonab le  
construction  of the w ho le . 87
The y e a r  1903 is  a lso  of p a r t ic u la r  significance to the p re s e n t d is ­
cussion , fo r i t  saw the publication  of D . Nichol S m ith 's  E ighteenth  Century 
E ssa y s  on Shakespeare , noted a few pages e a r l ie r  fo r i ts  pe rh ap s overly  
dour e s tim a te  of Johnson’s s ta tu re  a s  a  Shakespeare c r i t ic  in  the nineteenth 
cen tu ry . In the in troduction  to  th is  w ork , Smith se t out to  v indicate not 
only the P reface to  Shakespeare but Johnson’s ed ition  a s  a  w hole. In th is 
re g a rd , he b lam ed M acaulay fo r Johnson 's poor repu ta tion  a s  an ed ito r
and e x p re sse d  doubt tha t M acaulay had honestly  consulted  Johnson 's edition
p r io r  to  labeling  i t  w o rth less:
Those who have w orked w ith i t  know the fo rce  of 
Johnson 's claim  th a t not a  single passage  in  the 
whole w ork had appeared  to him  co rru p t which 
he had not a ttem pted  to r e s to re ,  o r obscure  which 
he had not endeavoured to i l lu s t r a te . We m ay 
neg lect the  e a r l ie r  e igh teen th -cen tu ry  editions of 
Shakespeare , but if  we neg lect Johnson 's we run  
a  se rio u s  r i s k .  We m ay now abandon h is tex t 
. . . bu t, w herever a d ifficulty  can be solved by 
common sen se , we sh a ll n ev er find h is notes 
an tiquated . . . .  In d isputed  p a ssa g es  he has an 
a lm o st u n e rrin g  in s tin c t fo r the explanation which 
alone can be righ t; and when the read in g  i s  c o r ­
rup t beyond em endation, he gives the m o st helpful 
sta tem en t of i ts  probable  m eaning . Not only was 
Johnson 's ed ition  the b e s t which has yet appeared; 
i t  i s  s t ill  one of the few editions w hich a re  ind is - 
p e n sab le . 88
The p e rio d ica ls  of the f i r s t  decade of the cen tu ry  a lso  y ield  r e f e r ­
ences to  Johnson the c r it ic  which offer an in te re s tin g  co n tra s t to those of 
Lytton S trachey and B rander M atthew s, cited  e a rly  in  th is  ch ap te r. F o r 
exam ple, an anonymous w r ite r  in  a  1906 issu e  of Bookman acknowledged 
th a t Burke and M acaulay m ight have been r ig h t in  th e ir  contention that 
Johnson w as m ore  gifted as a  ta lk e r  than a s  a  w r i te r ,  but only in so fa r as 
the g en e ra l re a d e r  w as concerned:
To the student of l i te ra ry  c r i t ic ism , Johnson 
stands in  no need of B osw ell's le t te r s  of in tro ­
duction. By sole r ig h t of "The L ives of the 
E nglish  Poets, " and the "Edition of Shakespeare , "
Johnson tak es h is p lace  am ong the few re a lly  
g re a t c r i t ic s  of E nglish  l i te r a tu r e . H is position  
is  secu re  beside D ryden, Lam b, H azlitt, A rnold .
Among the  fluctuations of c r i t ic a l  fashion , Johnson 's
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w ork loom s up a s  a v e ritab le  tow er of s tren g th , 
which s t i l l  stands fo u r-sq u a re  to every  wind tha t 
b low s. 89
In s im ila r  fashion , Spencer H. Scott noted in  a  1909 is su e  of Bookman d e ­
voted e n tire ly  to Johnson that "the 'L ives of the P oets ' is  a  c la ss ic "  and that 
"Johnson's Shakespeare is  now e stim ated  a t i t s  tru e  w orth . "90 Even Thom as 
Seccombe suggested , in  the sam e is su e , th a t we should not be too hasty  
to  d is re g a rd  the w orks in  favor of the m an . Specifically , he e x p re ssed  
approval of Johnson fo r not cring ing  before S hakespeare , and observed 
th a t "as a  c r itic  he supplies a  b ridge betw een life  and l i te ra tu re  such a s  
few m en could su p p ly .”91
As had been the case  throughout d ie p reced ing  ag e , som e a u th o ri­
t ie s  in  the f i r s t  y e a rs  of the new cen tury  seem ed  to be draw n to Johnson 
a lm o st so le ly  on the  b asis  of h is d is ta s te  fo r  am orphous concepts, a  
c h a ra c te r is tic  which had exacted the grudging ad m ira tio n  even of M acau­
lay . In h is  p re fa to ry  re m a rk s  to an  ed ition  of Johnson 's w ritings which 
he co -ed ited  in  1911, G. K. C hesterton  h in ted  th a t Johnson had sim ply 
been too "m odern" fo r  m o st succeeding  g en era tio n s, and h e a rtily  en ­
d o rsed  M acau lay 's observation  th a t even a t  th e ir  w o rs t Johnson 's c r it ic a l 
com m ents m ean  som ething:
[JohnsonJ belonged to an age and school th a t loved 
to  be e lab o ra te ly  lucid; but one m ust m ean so m e ­
th ing  to be able to explain i t  s ix  tim es o v e r. Many 
a  m o d em  c r i t ic  ca lled  d e lica te , e lu s iv e , re tic e n t, 
sub tle , individual, h a s  gained th is  position  by say ­
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ing som ething once which anyone could see to  be 
rubbish  if  he had said  i t  tw ice . 92
Our d iscussion  has now taken us p a s t 19X0, the y ear of Sir W alter 
Raleigh 's Six E ssays on Johnson, which is  commonly supposed to m ark  
the sta rting  point of the tw entieth century rev ival of Johnson's c r i t ic is m .93 
T here can be no doubt, of cou rse , that Raleigh’s book occupies an honored 
place in  m odern  Johnson scholarship; but the foregoing re c ita l  of favo r­
able opinion would of i ts e lf  incline one to doubt that Raleigh rescued  John­
son from  outer d a rk n e ss . If anything, die Six E ssays appears in re tro sp e c t 
to rid e  in  on the c re s t of a  m ild wave of pro-Johnson sentim ent. But there  
is  additional evidence to be considered if  we a re  to have a  full understand­
ing  of the extent of Johnson’s influence during the th ir ty -y e a r  period  p r e ­
ceding 1910. Thus fa r  we have cited w r ite rs  who fo r the m ost p a rt have 
been large ly  overlooked by m odern scholarsh ip  and whose attitude tow ard 
Johnson seem s to have been re la tive ly  free  - -  indeed, one m ight say that 
many of them  w ere  rem arkab ly  free  — of Rom antic ideas about poetry  
and c ritic ism . We tu rn  now, however, to sev era l V ictorian and E d­
w ardian figu res who have received  m ore attention in  our day — w rite rs  
who w ere c lea rly  dedicated to  Romantic ideas about the transcendental 
pow ers of the poetic im agination and the ideal of appreciative c r i t ic ism .
In fac t, som e of them  have been cited to  support the m odern view that 
Johnson's c ritic ism  was an object of scorn  during  the y ea rs  indicated . A
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c lo ser read ing  of what these w rite rs  had to say , however, rev ea ls  an 
attitude tow ard Johnson which is  fa r  m ore complex than we have rec o g ­
nized, fo r although they espoused the Romantic point of view, they 
apparently  could not, like Thom as Sergeant P e rry  and so many of h is co l­
leagues, d ism iss  Johnson's c ritic ism  as a dead is su e . T herefo re , although 
they adm ittedly had som e unflattering  things to say about Johnson's d e ­
fic iencies in  what they usually  re fe r re d  to a s  the highest c ritic ism , they 
a lso  struggled  - -  despite the logical d ifficulties involved — for some 
m eans of recognizing that h is c ritic ism  nevertheless had solid , even 
spectacu lar, m e r its .
The m o st prom inent of these  w rite rs  is ,  a s  m ight be expected, 
Matthew A rnold, and his observations on Johnson w ere se t  fo rth  in  the 
Preface of h is  1878 edition of the Six Chief L ives from  Johnson's L ives of 
the Poets. It w ill be rem em bered  that A rnold 's problem  in  th is e ssay  
was twofold: f i r s t ,  he had to justify  offering to the public, and m ore 
p a rticu la rly  to students of l i te ra tu re , the w ork of a  c r it ic  who obviously 
did not share  h is own conviction that poetry  was exclusively the product 
of the h e a rt ra th e r  than of the wit; secondly, he had to explain why the 
lives of four (to him ) a rtif ic ia l poets — Dryden, Swift, Addison, and 
Pope - -  w ere  included with those of two true  poets, M ilton and G ray. As 
i s  w ell known, Arnold attem pted to  dispose of h is d ifficulties by arguing 
th a t the l ite ra tu re  of the eighteenth century  could be considered  on a  basis
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a lm o st com pletely d ivorced  from  p o e try  and the c ritic ism  of poe try .
A rnold  m ade i t  c le a r , of c o u rse , tha t the e ighteenth  century  was 
not to be congratu la ted  fo r  i ts  uniqueness in  th is re sp ec t: "Poetry , no doubt, 
is  m ore  excellen t in  i ts e l f  than p r o s e . In poetry  m an funds the highest 
and m ore  beautiful ex p ress io n  of tha t w hich is  in  h im . "^4 P rose is  a lso  a  
n e c e ssa ry  com m odity, how ever, and A rnold  went on to exp la in  that England 
found i ts e l f  a t the end of the seventeenth  cen tu ry  r ic h  in  p oe try  but d e s ti­
tute in  p ro s e . T h e re fo re , he a rg u ed , the qualities of " re g u la rity , u n ifo rm i­
ty , p re c is io n , b a l a n c e w h i c h  c h a ra c te r iz e d  the v e rse  of the eighteenth 
cen tu ry , while adm itted ly  not the best fo r poe try , w ere  to  be to le ra ted  
because they w ere "undeniably of signal se rv ice  to that w hich was the 
g rea t w ant and w ork of the  hour, E ng lish  p ro se .
M ore specifica lly , A rnold a rg u ed  th a t Johnson’s c r it ic ism  d eserv ed  
re sp e c t because i ts  au tho r had played a  p rom inent ro le  in  the  useful if 
re la tiv e ly  hum ble ta sk  of h is  a g e . U nfortunately, la te r  generations have 
paid  m o re  atten tion  to  w hat A rnold had  to say  about the eighteenth cen tury  
a s  an  age of p ro se  - -  som e would say  they  have paid fa r  too much a tte n ­
tion to th is  judgm ent — than  to what he ac tually  said  about Johnson's c r i t i ­
c ism . When he cam e to d iscu ss  Johnson 's m e r its  a s  a  c r i t ic ,  h is a rg u ­
m ent b roke down, and he took refuge  in  a  not unfam iliar paradox: Johnson 
was a  g re a t c ritic  desp ite  the fac t th a t he did  not understand  tru e  p o e try .
I t  m ay no t be going too f a r  to say th a t A rn o ld 's  w ords a re  those of a  m an
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who is  not a lto g e th e r confident of h is  position:
Johnson w as h im self a  lab o u re r  in  th is  g re a t and 
needful w ork , and w as ru led  by i ts  in flu en ces .
His blam e of genuine poe ts like  M ilton and G ray, 
h is  o v e r-p ra is e  of a r tif ic ia l  poe ts  like Pope, a re  
to  be taken a s  the u tte ran c es  of a  m an who worked 
fo r an age of p ro se , who w as ru led  by i ts  in fluences, 
and could not but be ru le d  by th e m . Of p oe try  he 
speaks as a  m an whose sense  fo r tha t w ith which 
he is  dealing i s  in som e deg ree  im p e rfec t. Yet 
even on p o e try  Johnson's u tte ran c es  a re  valuab le , 
because they a re  the u tte ran c es  of a  g re a t and 
o rig ina l m an . T hat indeed he w as; and to be con­
ducted by such a  m an through an im portan t cen tury  
cannot but do us good, even though our guide m ay 
in  som e p laces  be le s s  com petent than  in  o th e rs .
Johnson w as the m an of an age of p r o s e . F u r th e r ­
m o re , he w as a  stro n g  fo rce  of conservation  and 
concen tra tion , in  an  epoch which by i ts  n a tu ra l 
tendencies seem ed m oving tow ards expansion and 
fre e d o m . But he was a  g re a t  m an, and g re a t m en 
a re  alw ays in s tru c tiv e . The m o re  we study h im , 
the h igher w ill be our e s teem  fo r the pow er of h is  
m ind , the w idth of h is  in te re s ts ,  the la rg e n e ss  of 
h is knowledge, the f re sh n e s s , fe a r le s s n e s s , and 
stren g th  of h is  judgm en ts. 97
It should be em phasized  a t th is  point, p e rh a p s , th a t A rnold did 
not p re se n t h is  Six Chief L ives a s  c r i t ic a l  c u rio s itie s  from  an  age of 
p ro se ; he offered  them , desp ite  h is  u n easin ess , a s  points de re p e re  fo r 
students of l i te ra tu re  — fixed and known positions which students could 
fa ll back on in  tim es  of u n certa in ty . H is language on th is  sco re  i s  sc a rc e ly  
equivocal:
I  know of no such f i r s t - r a te  p iece  of l i te ra tu re , 
fo r supplying in  th is  way the w ants of the l i t ­
e ra ry  student, ex isting  a t  a ll  in  any o ther
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language; o r ex isting  in  our own language, for 
any period  except the period  which Johnson's 
six lives c o v e r. A student cannot re a d  them 
without gaining from  them , consciously o r un­
consciously, an insight into the h is to ry  of 
English lite ra tu re  and life . 98
T his i s ,  of course, high p ra is e , and i t  would seem  that the e x p re s ­
sion of i t  by a m an of A rno ld 's  s ta tu re , despite  the g rea t sm okescreen  he 
throw s out concerning the eighteenth century  as an age of p ro se , would 
have m ade som e so r t of dent in the tw entieth century consensus th a t Johnson 
was ignored  o r scorned by the V ictorians a s  a  w rite r  and c r i t ic .  Indeed, 
the very  fact that Arnold saw fit to ed it the Six Chief lav es  should have 
counted fo r som ething.
U nfortunately, how ever, m ost m odern com m entators on the sub­
jec t have p re fe rre d  to  cite the review s which pointed to A rnold 's Six Chief 
l iv e s  a s  som ething of a  m enace to the uninitiated . That these review s 
constitute pow erful proof of the prevalence of Romantic c r it ic a l ideas in  
V ictorian England cannot be denied; but th e ir  inconsisten t attitude tow ard 
Johnson i s  a lso  in s tru c tiv e . F o r exam ple, in  the f i r s t  of the rev iew s r e ­
fe rre d  to , John Dennis was g ratified  to note that "the d isparaging  tone 
in  which c ritic s  w ere accustom ed to speak of Johnson as an author has 
given p lace to  a  m ore ju s t and in telligent estim ate  of his pow ers. "99 
N evertheless, he did not consider Johnson the so r t of c ritic  to be turned  
loose on unsuspecting students:
[D jespite h is acute observation , h is extensive 
knowledge, and h is  g re a t c r i t ic a l  sagacity ,
Johnson often fa iled  a lto g e th er in  estim atin g  a 
p o e t’s m ost poetica l w ork . He had no e a r  fo r 
exquisite  m u sic , no soul fo r  the v e rse  which 
the s inger p o u rs  fo rth  w ith sub tlest pe rcep tion  
of harm ony, and yet, a s  if  w ith unprem edita ted  
a r t .  Johnson 's am azing  b lunders in poe tica l c r i t i ­
c ism  a re  fam ilia r  to a ll c r i t ic s ;  but the young 
re a d e r  is  ap t to  accep t the judgm ents of such a  
m an  without question, and should a t le a s t be m ade 
to  understand  in  w hat re sp e c ts  these  judgm ents 
a re  narrow  and one-s ided . 100
A few pa rag rap h s la te r  on, how ever, Dennis had th is  to  say  about 
the p e rp e tra to r  of am azing c r i t ic a l  b lunders; "W ithin h is own range . . . 
Johnson 's c r it ic ism  is  a d m irab le , and th e re  is  nothing m ore  m a s te r ly  in  
our c r itic a l l i te ra tu re  than  h is  trea tm e n t of Dryden and P o p e ."101 A s a  
m a tte r  of fac t, he went fu r th e r  - - h e  ended h is re m a rk s  by chiding the 
e d ito r fo r no t including the Life of Cowley fo r i ts  e ssa y  on m etaphysica l 
poe try : "[IJt i s  indeed so good that we cannot bu t w ish  M r. Arnold had 
been a  little  le s s  r e s tr ic te d  in  h is p lan . "102
A conflict of a fa r  m o re  painful s o r t  i s  re flec ted  in  an e ssa y  which 
J . Churton Collins w rote fo r  the Q uarte rly  Review some th ir ty  y e a rs  
la te r .  C ollins, who was c ited  a t  the end of the f i r s t  chap ter fo r h is  con­
clusion th a t, fo r  b e tte r  o r w o rse , the L ives of the Poets had becom e a
c la ss ic  on the  b a s is  of th e ir  continuing appeal, a rgued  th a t Johnson was 
a  dangerous influence p re c ise ly  because of h is  p o pu larity . The uninitiated  
re a d e r ,  he m ain tained , had no way of knowing about the  defects which
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"have been a s  d isa s tro u s  to Johnson's c r i t ic a l  repu ta tion  among those who know 
a s  they have been m ischievous g en era lly . "103 in the co u rse  of explaining 
Johnson’s g re a t, o v e r-rid in g  defect a s  a c r i t ic ,  Collins employed a  c o m p a ri­
son which seem s r ic h  in irony  a h a lf-cen tu ry  la te r :  "He a p p ea rs , like  A ris to tle , 
to have been abnorm ally  deficient in im agination, in fancy, in a ll th a t is  im ­
plied  in  aesthe tic  sensib ility  and sym pathy. "104 such a  deficiency in A risto tle  
p resum ab ly  constitu ted  no danger to the B ritish  public; how ever, Collins 
seem ed to fe a r  th a t i t  m ight be o therw ise  w ith a c r i t ic  who had dem onstra ted  
over the long haul that he had a solid following among com m on re a d e rs :
The many do not d isc rim in a te ; with them  a c la ss ic  is  
a c la s s ic , and au thority  i s  au thority ; and dep lorable 
indeed it is  when what is  e rro n eo u s and m isleading  
p ro ceed s from  the sam e so u rce , and has the sam e 
c u rre n cy  a ssu re d  to i t ,  a s  th a t which is  sound. . . .
When Matthew A rnold, d irec ting  atten tion  to  the c r i t i ­
c a l in te re s t  and educational value of the "L ives, " p r e ­
p a re d  fo r  students and g en era l re a d e rs  a se lec tion  con­
tain ing , am ong the o th ers  the liv e s  of M ilton and G ray, 
but re fra in e d  fro m  giving any com m entary  on the 
c ritiq u e s  of these  poets , the boon he co n fe rred  w as a 
v e ry  questionable one. 105
Although the substance of these  re m a rk s  has not escaped the notice of 
la te r  sch o larsh ip , the g ro tesque  logic underlying C ollins ' argum ent h as  been 
overlooked. Ignored a lso  has been  the tow ering p ra is e  fo r Johnson which fo l­
low s a  few pages la te r .  In th is  re g a rd , the tran s itio n  betw een the se rio u s  
com plaint and the  paean  i s  in itse lf  in te re s tin g , fo r  C ollins, in giving a  g en era l 
account of the com position and con tem porary  recep tion  of the w ork , cam e to
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the somewhat rem arkab le  conclusion that Johnson had had one aim , and one 
aim  only, in w riting  the L iv e s : to strang le  the Romantic m ovem ent in the 
n u rse ry . This being the case , Collins seem ed to think that Johnson’s defects 
m ight be regarded  as s tra te g ie s  and re leg a ted  to a sphere of m erely  h is to r i­
ca l in te re s t. What he had to say next, how ever, has sca rce ly  been m atched 
by even Johnson 's m ost a rden t a d m ire rs , e a r l ie r  or la te r :
But, if the chief defects and lim ita tions of the "L ives" 
have an h is to rica l in te res t, an in te re s t  of a v e ry  d if­
fe re n t kind a ttaches itse lf to the work as a  whole.
W ithin his sphere  and at h is b e s t Johnson has no 
su p e rio r, o r perhaps i t  would be m ore c o r re c t  to 
say  no equal, in  our l ite ra tu re  at lea s t, as  a  c r i t ic .
That sphere w as, it m ust be adm itted , a  com para­
tively  narrow  one; and, even when within it, he was 
not always at h is best. . . . On everything sub­
m itted  to him he brought to b e a r , when unprejudiced, 
sound judgment and robust good sense , combined 
w ith ex trao rd inary  natural acu teness . A log ical and 
positive in te llec t incessantly  occupied in analysis 
and generaliza tion  and enlarged and le r tilise d  by 
m ultifarious read ing  and attentive observation of life , 
however little  it m ay have contributed to develop the 
f in e r  sen sib ilitie s  and sym pathies of the c r i t ic ,  not 
only furnished him-with im m ense general s to re s  of 
d igested inform ation, but with invaluable c r i te r ia .  If 
h is  studies w ere  bounded by h is ta s te s  and h is in c li­
nations, and th ese , early  fixed, had become p re m a ­
tu re ly  stereotyped, the ir efficacy and influence had 
been doubled by th e ir very  contraction; fo r what he 
had rea d  he re ta in ed  and assim ila ted , and on what he 
had m ade his own he exerc ised  his judgm ent. Thus he 
applied him self to  c ritic ism  with fixed p rin c ip les , 
se ttled  ru le s , and definite canons, not a rb itra r i ly  
determ ined, but deduced from  the studies to  which 
ta s te  and tem peram ent inclined him - -  the L atin  
c la ss ic s  and th e ir  m odern d isc ip les chiefly — well
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weighed in the balance of his own judgm ent and having 
the sanction  of com m on se n se . W ithin these  l im its , 
and un iversa lly  (it m ay be added) in what p e r ta in s , 
w ithin the bounds of rh e to r ic , to  the a r t  of exp ression , 
h is judgm ents a re  not m ere ly  sound but a lm o st in fa lli­
b l e .10^
Turning back to the individual L iv e s , Collins continued to o sc illa te  
betw een the po les of exalted  p ra is e  and b i t te r  cen su re . The L ives of Addi­
son, D ryden, Cowley, and Pope w ere  lauded a s  m as te rp ie ce s  of c r it ic ism
1 r \ 7
which no hand could im prove . At the o ther ex trem e , the Life of M ilton
was denounced fo r  i ts  b lindness , p a rtic u la rly  in re fe re n c e  to the re m a rk s
on P arad ise  L o s t:
The m om ent we com pare his c ritique  with such 
c ritiq u e s , say , a s  those of H azlitt and C oleridge, 
we perce ive  a ll  the d ifference  betw een the c r i t i ­
c ism  of insigh t and the c r i t ic is m  of the pedant 
and the rh e to ric ian , betw een the  c r it ic ism  which 
p ie rc e s  to what i s  e sse n tia l and of the life , and 
the c r it ic ism  which confines itse lf  to acc iden ts and 
is  of the f o r m . 1 08
Collins w as even m ore indignant over Johnson 's trea tm e n t of Gray: "[I]t is  
aston ish ing  that he could have been capable of such p o rten ts  of c r i t ic a l  opacity 
and obliquity a s  h is c ritiq u e s  of the ’Bard* and the 'P ro g re s s  of P oetry .*” 1^
It m ay seem , of c o u rse , tha t C o llin s’ review  is  being considered  
a t inord inate  length; but th is  review  c le a r ly  d e se rv es  to  be c ited  fo r  m ore  
than iso la ted  sta tem ents which appear to  support the m odern  com m onplace 
that the V ic to rians and Edw ardians held  Johnson the c r i t ic  to be a  dangerous 
influence. W hat is  su re ly  m ore rev ea lin g  h ere  is  C o llin s ' painful strugg le
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to achieve a unified view of a  c r itic  who in  h is opinion w rote infallib le  
m a s te rp ie c e s  in  one a re a  of l i te ra tu re  and unforgiveable h e re s ie s  in  a n ­
o th er. U nderstandably, h is e ffo rts  w ere  no m ore  successfu l than  those 
of A rnold before h im , and they te rm in a ted  in  the sam e b asic  paradox:
But with a ll i ts  lim ita tions and defec ts , the 
"L ives of the Poets" is  a  g re a t w ork . T here 
i s  no m istak ing  its  n o te , i t  is  the note of a 
c la s s ic . . . . As a  contribution to c r it ic ism , 
the le a s t tha t can be said  fo r i t  is  th a t, on the 
p oe try  and polite  l ite ra tu re  c h a ra c te r is tic  of 
the eighteenth cen tu ry , and on the w ritings of 
the  ea rly  fa th e rs  of tha t l i te ra tu re ,  i t  i s  an in ­
d ispensab le  and im perishab le  com m entary; that 
even w here i t  i s  m islead ing  and unsound, i t  i s  yet 
in stru c tiv e ; and tha t th e re  is  no book in  our 
language w hich, to a  c r i t ic a l  education, would 
contribute so  m uch which is  fu rth e rin g  and so 
m uch which i s  illum in ing .H O
Once again , th is  i s  high p ra is e ,  and a  s trange  conclusion in  an  
e ssay  w hich, like that of Matthew A rnold , has been  cited  in  ou r day to 
prove th a t Johnson 's c r itic ism  had no influence in  the period  we have been 
looking a t h e re . C onsidered in  th e ir  en tire ty , th ese  e ssa y s  can be said  
to support the opposite po in t of view , fo r  they re v e a l tha t Johnson 's in flu ­
ence on A rnold and Collins w as f a r  from  s lig h t.
S ir  L es lie  Stephen p re se n ts  u s w ith a som ewhat le s s  com plicated 
w itn ess , fo r h is  com m ents on Johnson 's c r itic ism  a re  not n e a rly  so 
schizoid  a s  those noted above; how ever, they do re f le c t  m ore  of a conflict
than  h as been g en era lly  recogn ized . F o r  exam ple, h is  observation  that
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Johnson's "c ritic ism  i s  that of a school which has died out under the g rea t 
revolution of m odem  t a s t e " m  has been m ore  widely noted than h is obvious 
rese rv a tio n s  about the valid ity  of the new school, "which would ra th e r  seem  
to im ply that philosophical power and m o ra l sensibility  a re  so fa r  d isquali­
fications to the tru e  poet. In sho rt, Stephen seem ed w illing to go along
w ith the Rom antics in  a genera l way but not to  the point of denying altogether 
Johnson's "excessive attention to the logical so lidarity  and coherence of 
. . . sen tim ents" in  poetry;
Johnson e r r s  in  supposing tha t h is  logical te s ts  
a re  a t a ll adequate; but i t  i s ,  I th ink, a s till  
g re a te r  e r r o r  to assum e that poetry  has no con­
nexion, because i t  has not th is kind of connexion, 
with philosophy. His c ritic ism  has always a  
m eaning, and in  the case  of w orks belonging to 
his own school a  v e ry  sound m eaning. When he 
is  speaking of o ther poetry , we can only rep ly  
that h is  re m a rk s  m ay be t r u e , but that they a re
not to the p u r p o s e .
As a "delicious exam ple of the w rong way of applying strong  sense
to inappropriate  to p ic s , Stephen sum m arized Johnson's critique on
Lycidas; but he did not seem  anxious to explain p rec ise ly  why Johnson was
w rong, o r to ally  h im self with Johnson’s m ore  vociferous a ssa ilan ts :
This is  of course  u tte rly  outrageous, and yet 
m uch of it  is  undeniably t r u e . To explain why, 
in  sp ite  of tru th , Lycidas is  a  wonderful poem , 
would be to go p re tty  deeply into the theory  of 
poetic ex p ress io n . M ost c r it ic s  p re fe r  sim ply 
to sh riek , being a t any ra te  safe from  the 
e r ro r s  of independent judgment.
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W riting a t  the tu rn  of the cen tury , Caroline F . E . Spurgeon r e ­
flected  a  s im ila r  concern  about the app licab ility  of logic to  Lycidas:
Nothing can be m ore  silly , from  the p ro sa ic  
point of v iew , than to  te l l  "how one god asks 
ano ther god what is  becom e of L y c id as , and 
how n e ith e r god can te ll . " M ost re a d e rs  of 
th is  fo rcib le  and lively  c r it ic ism  m ust feel that 
in  the fram e  of m ind into which Johnson leads 
them , they cannot fa il to ag ree  w ith what he 
s a y s . But in  doing so , they fee l a lso , that they 
have e n tire ly  fa iled  to ap p rec ia te  a l l  th a t is  
valuable and a ll  th a t is  beautifu l in  "L ycidas. "H 6
But M iss Spurgeon w as no m o re  w illing  th a t A rnold , C ollins, o r  Stephen 
to r e je c t  Johnson’s c r it ic ism  e n tire ly , desp ite  the fac t th a t "h is lack  of 
im agination and poetic  feeling  . . . debar him  from  e n te rin g  into 'the 
v e ry  sp ir i t  and soul of fine w ritin g . '"117 In justify ing  h e r  position , M iss 
Spurgeon follow ed a line of argum ent which we have encoun tered  before; 
she explained th a t the c r i t ic , a f te r  a ll ,  had  du ties a p a rt from  the sp ir i t  
and soul of fine w ritin g . In  the f i r s t  p lace , he had w ritin g  of a  le s s  ex ­
a lted  na tu re  to judge, and M iss Spurgeon m ain tained  th a t no one could be 
m o re  com petent than  Johnson to  estim ate  the m e r its  of such l i te ra ry  
c ra ftsm en  a s  D ryden, Pope, and A d d i s o n . I n  the second p lace , the 
c r itic  w as often re q u ire d  to explain a s  w ell a s  judge, and, a s  p roof of 
Johnson 's com petence in th is  a re a ,  M iss Spurgeon pointed to  the Life of 
Cowley:
The re a so n  [the d isse rta tio n  on m etaphysica l 
poetry} i s  so valuable is  th a t Johnson 's sound
sen se , ju st d isc rim in a tio n , and fo rc ib le  lan g ­
uage a re  h e re  applied  in  the r ig h t d irec tio n . He 
has a  ce rta in  c la ss  of p o e try  to  deal w ith, and 
h is object i s  not to com pare i t  w ith  fixed standards 
and p a ss  sentence upon i t ,  but to explain  and con­
vey to h is re a d e rs  i ts  c h a ra c te r is t ic s  and p e c u lia r i­
t ie s ,  He is ,  in  sh o rt, an in te rp re te r ,  and not a  
judge. The re s u l t  is  ad m irab le . We have a  p iece 
of c r itic ism  which is  of value fo r a ll  t im e . 119
Valuable as the functions w e re , how ever, and desp ite  h e r  convic­
tion  tha t "not one of h is c r i t ic ism s  has fa iled  to e x e rc ise  an  appreciab le  
effect on the repu ta tion  of i ts  sub ject, "120 M iss Spurgeon obviously felt 
com pelled to  deny Johnson a p lace w ith the g re a t c r i t ic s  on the grounds 
of his a e s th e tic  in sen sib ilitie s ; how ever, the point is  th a t she could not 
re je c t  him  in  to to , desp ite  the fac t i t  caused  h e r  som e e m b a rra ssm e n t 
to be found in  h is  com pany. In  the end, of co u rse , she re s o r te d  to the 
fam ilia r  equivocation:
He w as, a s  we have seen , defic ien t, in  m uch 
th a t is  n e c e ssa ry  fo r the h ighest kind of c r i t ic .
With no o ther w r i te r  would the p e rv e rse  and 
w rong headed c r i t ic ism s  be to le ra te d , which 
a re  found in [the L ives of the P oetsJ. Y et, b e ­
cause they a re  the genuine ex p re ss io n  of h is  
m ind, because  he gives c le a r  log ica l rea so n s  
fo r h is op in ions, they m u st be tre a te d  w ith 
re s p e c t  and a tten tion , no m a tte r  how w idely
we m ay d isa g re e . 121
The la s t  w r i te r  we w ill consider in  the ca tegory  of those  who a t ­
tem pted to  reco n c ile  Johnson 's c r it ic ism  w ith Rom antic id eas i s  John
Bailey, w hose D r . Johnson and h is  C ircle  apparen tly  h as the d istinc tion
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of embodying the la s t m ajor a ttem pt anyone w as to m ake a t effecting tha t 
d ifficult com prom ise. At f i r s t  glance the m ost rem arkab le  thing about 
B ailey 's book seem s to be i ts  da te , fo r it was published in  1913, th ree  
y e a rs  a f te r  R aleigh 's Six E ssay s on Johnson and in the sam e y ear in  which 
T . E . Hulme was apparently  reach ing  his fam ous conclusion that "a period  
of exhaustion seem s to me to have been reached  in  ro m an tic ism . "122 
is  c le a r  from  h is approach to Johnson's c ritic ism , how ever, that Bailey had 
not been oppressed  with the idea tha t Romantic c ritic ism  w as nearing  the 
end of the line. Like o thers c ited  e a r l ie r ,  Bailey se t out to argue that 
Johnson’s c ritic ism  deserved  re sp e c t despite the fact that " it is  not going 
too fa r  to say that of the highest possib ilities  of poetry  he had no con­
c ep tio n ."123
It should be pointed out th a t Bailey's conception of the highest p o s ­
s ib ilitie s  of poetry  was one which m akes th a t of Lytton S trachey, quoted 
e a r l ie r ,  seem  positively  phlegm atic:
I t is  a m easure  of the distance we have trav e lled  
away from  Johnson that even p la in  people to -day , 
if  they ca re  for p oe try  a t a ll, find m uch m ore  in  
i t  than a piece of cunning c raftsm ansh ip . It is  
always tha t no doubt: but fo r us today i t  is  a lso  
som ething fa r  h igher: a symbol of e te rn ity . And 
m ore than a  sym bol, a sacram ent: for i t  not only 
suggests but rev e a ls : i t  is  the tru th  which i t  s ig ­
nifies; i tse lf  a  p a r t ,  a s  a ll those who have fe lt its  
influence a re  a ssu re d , of the e te rn a l o rd er of 
things to  which i t  p o in ts . Plainly, then, som e of 
the things which now seem  to be of the innerm ost
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essen ce  of poe try  a re  not the things which can be 
weighed in  any sc a le s  known to  Johnson. 124
N eedless to say , B ailey 's view of the poet as prophet m ade i t  d ifficu lt fo r 
him  to reconc ile  h im se lf to Johnson 's p ra c tic e  of rev iew ing the w orks of 
even so g re a t a  poet a s  Shakespeare "with the  confidence of a school­
m a s te r  looking over a boy’s e x e rc is e . "125 som e of the o ther c r i t ic s
d isc u sse d , how ever, Bailey seem s to have been troub led  by the suspicion  
th a t c r itic ism  needed to do m ore  than re jo ic e  in  the p o e t 's  m om ents of 
e c s ta tic  comm union w ith the g re a t beyond:
A fter a ll  poe try  i s  an a r t  a s  w ell a s  an in s p ir a ­
tion: i t  m ay a lm o st be said  to  be a  business a s  
w ell a s  a  p le a su re . T here  i s  s t i l l ,  when a l l  has 
been sa id , th a t ind ispensable a lloy  of p ro se  in  
i ts  com position w ithout which i t  c rum bles into 
frag m en ts , o r  evapora tes into m e re  m is t. The 
c r it ic a l questions which H orace and Boileau and 
Pope d iscu ss  do not include the highest; but they 
include m uch th a t no poet can put aside  a s  b e ­
neath  h im . In th is  field  Johnson ranks am ong 
the m a s te rs  of c r i t ic is m . His m ind did not 
tra v e l outside i ts  l im its , but to  the w ork to be 
done w ith in  them  i t  brought knowledge, r e f le c ­
tion , v igour, and a c u te n e ss .126
In re tro sp e c t , of co u rse , i t  is  e a sy  to sh rug  Bailey off a s  a  m an who 
w as try in g  d esp e ra te ly  to  solve a prob lem  which the p assag e  of tim e  had 
ren d e red  la rg e ly  obso lescen t; how ever, B ailey’s d ifficu lties , as w ell as 
those of J. Churton Collins exam ined e a r l ie r ,  o ffer eloquent p roof - - i f  
p ro o f is  needed — th a t the ideas of the R om antics continued to e x e r t  a 
pow erful influence in  the f i r s t  decade of the new cen tu ry . Indeed, a s  we
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sh a ll see  in the next chap ter, the view that c r itic ism  had reach ed  its  h ighest 
p e rfec tio n  in  the achievem ent of the English Rom antics seem s to have had 
a m ore  d e le te rio u s effect on Johnson’s repu ta tion  in  the y e a rs  betw een 
1910 and 1940 than  i t  had been able to achieve in  the p reced ing  cen tu ry . 
G ranted th is continuing dom inant influence, i t  i s  possib le  to argue tha t 
R aleigh 's Six E ssay s  on Johnson is  m ore  notable fo r i ts  a ttack  on Rom antic 
c ritic ism  than fo r i ts  defense of Johnson. ^27 ^ s  we have seen , th e re  had 
alw ays been a few w r ite r s  who w ere  w illing to defend Johnson 's c r itic ism  
w ithout obeisance to  the g re a t R om antics; and th e re  had a lso  been a few 
who w ere c le a rly  in  the sway of Rom antic id eas but who n ev erth e less  
m anaged to recogn ize  that Johnson had im portan t m e r its  a s  a c r i t i c .
In  R aleigh, how ever, we encounter som ething new, and one su spec ts  
tha t m uch of the con tem porary  im pact of h is Six E ssay s  on Johnson inhered  
in  the fac t th a t i t  em bodied an  a ttack  on the b a s ic  assum ptions of the e r s t ­
while l i te ra ry  E stab lishm en t by one of the E s tab lish m en t's  m ore  im portan t 
m e m b e rs . I t w ill be rem em b ered  that R aleigh’s fo re c a s t of a tw entieth  
cen tu ry  Johnson rev iv a l was b ased  on h is  conclusion that Rom antic c r i t i ­
c ism  had outlived i ts  usefu lness:
The rom an tic  a ttitude  begins to  be fatiguing. The 
g re a t rom an tic  c r i t ic s ,  when they  a re  w riting  a t 
th e ir  b e s t, do succeed  in  com m unicating to the 
re a d e r  those th r i l ls  of w onder and exalta tion  which 
they  have fe lt in  contact w ith S hakespeare 's  im a g i­
native w ork . T h is is  not a  little  th ing  to do; but i t  
cannot be done continuously, and it  has fu rn ished
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the workaday c ritic  with a  vicious m odel. T here 
is  a  ta in t of in sincerity  about rom antic  c ritic ism , 
from  which not even the g rea t rom antics a re  f r e e .
They a re  never in  danger from  the p itfa lls  that way­
lay the plodding c ritic ; but they a re  always falling 
upward, as i t  w ere , into vacuity . They love to  lose 
them selves in  an  O a ltitudo . From  the m ost w orth ­
le s s  m a te ria l they w ill fashion a  new hasty  a lta r  to 
the unknown God. When they a re  in sp ired  by th e ir 
divinity, they say wonderful things; when the in ­
sp ira tion  fa ils  them  th e ir language is  m aintained 
a t the sam e heigh t, and they say m ore than they 
fee l. You can never be su re  of th e m . 128
Adm ittedly, i t  is  drawing a  fine distinction to d ifferentiate  between
a defense of Johnson's c ritic ism  and an a ttack  upon the p rincip les of that
c r i t ic ism 's  nineteenth and ea rly  twentieth century d e tra c to rs , but S tuart
T eggart seem s to have m ade p rec ise ly  th is d istinction in  re m a rk s  on
Raleigh’s book which appeared in  a 1913 issue  of the W estm inster Review.
T eggart ag reed  w ith Raleigh that Romantic c ritic ism  had begun to pall
and chided Raleigh fo r the tim idity  of h is attack  on it:
The tim e is  not indeed fully r ip e  fo r the new view ­
point [on Johnson's c ritic ism ], but the task  is  not 
so m uch to change popular opinion by defending 
Johnson's c ritiq u es, a s to im m ediately rem ove 
what is  nothing le s s  than an invidious reputation, 
given by the rom antic c r i t ic s . F ir s t  rem ove 
th is stigm a and the r e s t  is  easy : a ll  around the 
sp irit of logic and c lea rn ess  i s  evident: m en -will 
soon sigh fo r the cool m anly c ritic ism  of m en like 
D r . Johnson — m en who w rite  with th e ir  eye on 
the object and who confine them selves definitely 
to the business a t hand. *29
As we sha ll see in  the following ch ap ter, sighing fo r the cool m anly
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c r it ic ism  of D r. Johnson w as destined  to becom e som ew hat le s s  audible 
before  it finally  grew  louder in  the y e a rs  following W orld W ar II. P r io r  
to  tu rn ing  our a tten tion  to Johnson 's fo rtunes a f te r  1910, how ever, it is  
p e rtin en t to draw  w hatever conclusions we can from  our d iscussion  up to  
th is  p o in t. The m o st obvious conclusion seem s to be that m odern  re p o r ts  
of the d isappearance  of Johnson 's c ritic ism  fro m  the nineteenth  and e a r ly  
tw entieth  century  l i te ra ry  scene , like those of M ark  T w ain 's death , have 
been  g rea tly  exaggera ted . As we have seen , tha t c ritic ism  seem s not 
only to have found re a d e rs  and su p p o rte rs  in e v e ry  generation  since John­
so n ’s death but even to have gained s treng th  betw een 1875 and 1910, a  p e rio d  
in  which i t  is  popularly  thought to  have been com pletely  do rm an t. Indeed, 
som e la te  V ic to rian  and Edw ardian w r i te r s  who have been c ited  in  our 
tim e  to  support the idea th a t Johnson 's c r itic ism  w as in  to ta l d isg race  
du ring  the p e rio d  actually  w ent through som e in te re s tin g  m ental gym nastics 
to  acknowledge th a t he had g re a t m e r its  a s  a  c r i t i c .
It should be s tre s s e d  again , how ever, th a t we have been exam ining 
a  m in o rity  opinion. The g re a t m a jo rity  of l i te ra ry  au th o ritie s  in  the period  
under considera tion  - -  and th is would include m o st of those fig u res who 
a re  comm only thought of a s  belonging to the  b e s t c irc le s  — seem  to  have 
he ld  p re c ise ly  th a t view of Johnson 's c r it ic ism  w hich the la te r  tw entieth  
cen tu ry  has popularly  a ttrib u ted  to th e m . T hese people assum ed  that 
Johnson 's c r itic ism  had been re n d e red  null and void by the id eas of the
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R om antics, tha t i t  w as no longer rea d , and that it  p ro p e rly  belonged in  a  
m useum . Our m istake  has been to a cc ep t a t face value th e ir  e s tim a te  of 
Johnson 's standing in  th e ir  day, and, unfortunately , th is  e r r o r  has been 
compounded by the s tu d ies  of R obert N . L ass  and W illiam  Kenney. But 
the foregoing d iscussion  m akes i t  c le a r  tha t not everyone ra n  w ith the pack , 
a t  le a s t  in so far a s  Johnson 's c r it ic ism  w as concerned .
T h e re fo re , the  conventional m o d em  view of Johnson 's nineteenth  
cen tury  repu ta tion  does stand in need o f m inor m odification . If we m ay 
r e v e r t  b riefly  to the im age which w as in troduced  a t the o u tse t, we can say 
th a t i t  should be changed a s  follows: Johnson 's line should not vanish  off 
the bottom  of the p e rfo rm an ce  ch a rt a t 1831. In stead , a f te r  a considerab le  
decline  from  1784, i t  should continue on a  m ore  or le s s  leve l course  - -  
adm itted ly  close to the bottom  of the c h a rt, but c le a rly  in  view - -  to  1850. 
F ro m  th e re , i t  should p robably  ascend  gradually  to a  point pe rh ap s a  fifth  
of the way up a t 1910. W here i t  should go from  th e re  i s ,  of co u rse , a  m a t­
t e r  to be d e fe rre d . Even a s  a lte re d  thus f a r ,  how ever, the ch art can no 
longer re f le c t the sp e c ta cu la r ups and downs of the o rig in a l, and th is  is  
p o ss ib ly  a  m a tte r  to  be re g re tte d  in  an  age which has not been conspicuous 
fo r  playing down the d ram a tic  e lem ent in  i ts  e ffo rts  to reh ab ilita te  l i te ra ry  
rep u ta tio n s . N ev erth e le ss , i t  does seem  c le a r  tha t our c u rre n t assum ption  
th a t Johnson the c r i t ic  had no following in  the la te  nineteenth  and e a r ly  
tw entieth  cen tu ries i s  not a  valid  one. A ccordingly, we should recogn ize
77
that, if  we have rescu ed  Johnson from  anyone's neglect, i t  is  not tha t of 
the V ictorians and Edw ardians but ra th e r  that of our m ore recen t p re d e ­
cesso rs  of the n ineteen-tw enties and th ir t ie s , who seem  to  have been m ore 
uniform ly obtuse to  the m e rits  of Johnson's c ritic ism  than the e a r l ie r  
w rite rs  had been. In sh o rt, th e re  is  good re a so n  to believe th a t, if the 
y ear 1910 m ark s a  tu rn ing  point in  Johnson's fo rtunes, i t  does not m ark  
a tu rn  fo r the b e tte r .
NOTES
CHAPTER H
1 "Johnson's R eputation ," p . 553.
2
I t  should be noted, of cou rse , that two of the m ajo r figu res of the 
Romantic m ovem ent, Scott and Byron, w ere favorably disposed tow ard 
Johnson's c ritic ism . W ordsworth, Coleridge, H azfitt, and DeQuincey, 
however, can only be called  h o s tile . Johnson w as W ordsworth’s chief 
exam ple of a bad c r it ic , and Coleridge waged som ething of a holy w ar 
against the Preface to S hakespeare . It is now generally  recognized, how­
ev er, th a t both W ordsworth and Coleridge w ere c lo se r to Johnson on a  
num ber of questions than  they perhaps rea liz ed . T . S. E lio t, fo r exam ple, 
has w ritten  on the Preface to  L y rica l Ballads as follows: "T rue , Gray was 
overra ted ; but then Johnson had come down on G ray with a  dead lie r force 
than W ordsworth could e x e r t . And Donne has seem ed to us, in recen t 
y e a rs , a s  s trik ing  a  pecu lia rly  conversational sty le; but did W ordsworth 
o r Coleridge acclaim  Donne? No, when i t  cam e to Donne — and Cowley — 
you w ill find that W ordsworth and Coleridge w ere  led  by the nose by Samuel 
Johnson." The Use of Poetry and the Use of C ritic ism  (London, 1933), 
p . 72. M. H. A bram s has a lso  explained that "In h is demand th a t the con­
ten t of poe try  be what is  cen tra l to a ll  mankind, W ordsworth w as a t one 
with Boileau, Pope, and Johnson; the substitu tion of poetry  a s  the overflow 
of feeling , how ever, fo r poetry  a s  a  p leasu re-g iv ing  im itation enforced  a 
change in  the application of th is  c r i te r io n ."  The M irro r  and the Lamp 
(New York, 1953), p . 114.
^The difficulty of reconciling  Johnson's c ritic ism  with the new 
ideas about poetry  is  b es t re flec ted , p e rh ap s, in  the comm ents of two 
nineteenth century  A m ericans, W illiam  H. P resco tt and D r. W illiam  E . 
Channing. P resco tt was favorably disposed tow ard Johnson but complained 
that he analyzed poe try  like a  chem ist: "By th is  kind of p ro ce ss , som e of 
the finest fancies of the M use, the lofty  d ithyram bics of G ray, and of M il­
ton too , a re  ren d e red  sufficiently vapid. In th is so r t  of c ritic ism , a ll  the 
effect tha t re l ie s  on im p ress io n s goes fo r nothing. Ideas alone a re  taken 
into the account, and a ll  is  weighed in  the same h a rd , m a tte r-o f-fac t sca les  
of common sense , like so m uch so lid  p ro s e ."  Biographical and C ritica l 
M iscellan ies (Philadelphia, 1864), p . 247. D r. Channing offers an  even 
m ore specific  com plaint about the lim ita tions of com m onsense c ritic ism : 
"He did not, and could not, apprecia te  Milton . . . Johnson w as g re a t in
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his own sp h e re , but tha t sp h ere  was com paratively  ’of the e a r t h , ' w hilst 
M ilton 's w as only in fe rio r  to th a t of the an g e ls . I t w as custom ary , in  the 
days of Johnson 's g lory , to ca ll him  a  giant, to c la ss  him with a m ighty , 
but s t i l l  an e a r th -b o rn  r a c e . M ilton we should ran k  am ong s e ra p h s .
Johnson 's m ind acted  chiefly  on m an 's  in te llec tua l condition, on the r e a l i ­
tie s  of life , on the sp rings of human action , on the p assions which now ag i­
ta te  soc ie ty , and he seem s hard ly  to have dream ed  of a  h igher s ta te  of the 
hum an m ind than was th e re  exhib ited . M ilton, on the other hand, . . . 
thought not so m uch of w hat m an is ,  as of what he m ight becom e. H is own 
m ind w as a  reve la tion  to him  of a h igher condition of hum anity ."  The W orks 
of W illiam  E . Channing, D . D. (Boston, 1877), p . 509.
E d in b u rg h  Review , LIV (1831), 32-33.
^ The Complete W orks of W illiam  H az litt, ed . P. P. Howe (London, 
1930), VI, 49. It should be noted th a t H azlitt undertook a sp irite d  defense 
of Johnson the  c r i t ic  on ano ther occasion . In fac t, h is  re m a rk s  support 
the contention that Johnson’s c ritic ism  w as m ore  highly  reg a rd ed  in  the 
n ineteenth  cen tu ry  than we have supposed. On the sub ject of the recep tio n  
of the L ives of the Poets, H azlitt w ro te: "He was a ttacked  on a ll  s ides 
fo r h is contem pt of M ilton 's p o litic s , and the sparing  p ra is e  o r d ire c t  cen­
su re  he had  bestow ed on the  p oe try  of P r io r , Ham mond, C ollins, G ray and 
a  few o th e r s . The e r r o r s ,  indeed, which on any o th er subject m ight have 
p assed  fo r  e r r o r s  of judgm ent, w e re , by the ira s c ib le  tem p ers  of h is 
a d v e rsa r ie s , m agnified into h ig h -treaso n  against the m ajes ty  of poetic  
genius. D uring h is life these  a ttacks w ere  not few, n o r v e ry  re sp ec tfu l to 
a  ve te ran  whom common consen t had  p laced  a t the head  of the l ite ra tu re  of 
h is country; but the courage of h is  a d v e rsa r ie s  w as observed  to  r i s e  very  
considerab ly  a f te r  his death , and the nam e which public  opinion had  conse­
c ra ted  w as re v ile d  with the  u tm ost m alig n ity . Even som e who du ring  h is  
life w ere glad to  conceal th e ir  h o stility , now took an  opportunity to  r e t r a c t  
the ad m ira tio n  in  which they  had joined w ith apparen t cord iality ; and to 
d iscover fau lts  in  a body of c r itic ism  which, a fte r  a ll  reasonab le  exceptions 
a re  adm itted , w as never equalled , and perh ap s n ev er w ill be equalled , fo r 
ju s tn e ss , a cu ten ess , and e leg an ce . W here can we hope to find d iscu ssio n s 
tha t can be com pared w ith those  in troduced  in  the liv e s  of Cowley, M ilton, 
Dryden, and Pope? His ab h o rren ce , indeed, of M ilton 's p o litica l conduct 
led him  to  de ta ils  and observations which can n e v er be acceptable to  a  ce rta in  
c la ss  of po litic ian s; but w hen he com es to analyse h is  p oe try  and to fix h is 
repu ta tion  on i ts  p ro p e r b a s is ,  i t  m u st su re ly  be confessed  th a t no m an, 
since the f i r s t  appearance of P arad ise  L ost, has e v e r  bestow ed p ra is e  w ith a 
m ore  m unificent hand. He ap p ea rs  to have co llected  h is  whole en erg y  to 
im m o rta lise  the genius of M ilton; n o r h as  any advocate fo r  M ilton 's dem ocracy
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appeared , who h as not been  glad to su rre n d e r  the guardianship  of h is p o e ti­
cal fam e to  Johnson. " Johnson 's L ives of the Poets Com pleted by W illiam  
H azlitt (London, 1854), IV, 88-89.
^The Complete W orks of W illiam  H azlitt, VI, 49.
^We have p rev iously  recognized  Thom as Sergean t P e r ry 's  negative 
a p p ra isa l of Johnson's c r i t ic ism , E nglish  L ite ra tu re  in  the E ighteenth 
C entury (New Y ork, 1883), pp . 403-413. P e r ry 's  opinion, e x p re ssed  a s  
P ro fe sso r Bronson believes w ith "all the confidence of lea rn ing  and le a d e r ­
ship, " seem s to  have i ts  ro o ts  in  the conviction that the Rom antic m ove­
m ent had constitu ted  a  second R enaissance. A few y e a rs  e a r l ie r ,  C harles 
Duke Yonge had argued th a t Johnson d e se rv e s  a tten tion  p r im a r ily  because 
of "the exam ple he a ffo rd s , a s  strik in g  as any to  be found in  a ll  our l i te ra ry  
h is to ry , of a m an without any of the h igher gifts of gen ius, wholly d e s t i ­
tu te  of im agination o r  fancy , o r  even of v e ry  c o rre c t ta s te s  in  com position, 
n e v e rth e le ss , by unw earied in dustry , s tead in ess , and honesty of pu rpose , 
ra is in g  h im se lf  to an em inence in  the l i te ra ry  w orld  to  which a t  le a s t  one 
of th ese  qua lities would be reckoned ind ispensab le . " T hree  C enturies of 
English  L ite ra tu re  (Chicago, 1881), II, 175. John Bascom a lso  chided 
Johnson 's c r itic ism  fo r i ts  "lack of em otional insigh t and in sen sitiv ity  to 
in h eren t pow er" and w ent on to  explain the  deficiency in  te rm s  of John­
son’s defin ition of genius in  the Life of Cowley. In B ascom 's view , Johnson 
had defined not genius but ta len t, and Bascom believed  Johnson’s e r r o r  w as 
unavoidable in  an age w hich, in  h is opinion, had been r ic h  in  ta len t but 
devoid of gen ius. Philosophy of English L ite ra tu re , A C ourse of L ec tu re s  
D elivered  in  the Lowell 1 In stitu te  (New Y ork, 1884), pp . 203-5 . Maude 
G illette  Phillips offered com m ents which w ere  even m ore  dam aging: "Be­
longing to  the a r tif ic ia l and didactic school, [Johnson*sj l i te ra ry  c r it ic ism s  
a re  of litt le  va lue . . . .  By him  Cowley, Pope, and W aller a re  ex to lled  as 
exem plary  p o e ts , while the poets of N ature - -  M ilton, G ray and Thom son — 
w ere  b itte r ly  denounced ." A Popular M anual of English  L ite ra tu re  (New 
York, 1885), n ,  49. W illiam  F ra n c is  C o llier was no le s s  em phatic  in  d is ­
m iss in g  Johnson 's c ritic ism : "In tru th , Johnson n ever seem s to have fe lt 
the full m eaning  of the w ord 'p o e t . ' He w as h im self a  m a s te r  of p en tam eter 
rh y m es , sm ooth, lofty, full-sounding; and we strong ly  su spec t that the 
sk illfu l m anufacture of such appeared  to him  the h ighest flight of poetic  
g en iu s. If he had any poetic  fancy a t  a ll ,  i t  m ust have been  of the c lu m si­
e s t  and p a le s t  kind, g rey  w ith London sm oke and sm othered  in  L atin  p o ly ­
s y lla b le s ."  A H istory  of E nglish  L ite ra tu re  (London, 1892), p . 348. W rit­
ing  on Johnson’s Shakespeare c ritic ism  a lm o st twenty y e a rs  la te r ,  C harles 
F . Johnson w as equally convinced th a t Johnson had no t known the m eaning 
of the w ord  "poet": "Johnson w as not a  poe t, and i t  i s  only through the
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poet in  us that we can appreciate  Shakespeare. He hated rom antic ism  or 
any tendency to give an a ir  of m ystery  o r a tone of enthusiasm  o r passion  
to  a l ite ra ry  rep resen ta tio n  of l i f e .” Shakespeare and His C ritics (Boston, 
1909), p . 114. The following y ear, W illiam  T ren t p ra ised  Johnson's com ­
m on sense but observed tha t common sense could not cope with tru e  poe try . 
He concluded tha t Johnson "was not a  ve ry  philosophical and acute judge 
of l i te ra tu re ."  Longfellow and O ther E ssays (New York, 1910), p . 115. In 
addition to Ms alleged deficiencies of im agination, Johnson's didacticism  
continued to pose a  problem  fo r w r ite rs  in  the e a r ly  tw entieth cen tury . An 
anonymous rev iew er in Living Age spoke of "the wide gulf which sep ara tes  
l ite ra ry  c ritic ism  in  Johnson's day and our own day. Poetry w as then ex­
pected  to be m o ra l and im proving, and judged by th a t s tandard . Now it  is  
n o t .” Living A ge, CLXXI (November 11, 1911), 373. But the m ajo r com ­
p lain t continued to be that Johnson had not been attuned to genuine poetry . 
A pparently responding to Sir W alter Raleigh’s Six E ssays on Johnson, R. Y. 
T y re ll discounted Johnson as a scho lar, an ed ito r of Shakespeare, and a 
c r it ic  of poetry : "The Lives of the Poets demanded a m ore delicate  c r i t i ­
cal faculty than Johnson 's. . . .  In Johnson we have a c ritic  who d islikes 
ly ric a l m e a su re s , who does not se t m uch sto re  by the rea ch  of thought in  
poe try , and who, in  estim ating  pow ers and degrees of l ite ra ry  excellence, 
is  nearly  always w rong. " "Samuel Johnson: An Unbiased A ppreciation, " 
Fortnightly  Review, XC (1911), 246. Andrew Lang took a som ewhat kinder 
view of the L ives a  y e a r  la te r ,  but d ism issed  Johnson’s brand of c ritic ism  
a s  obsolete: "[Johnson's] c r itic a l ta s te s  and ru le s  a re  not o u rs , and p e r ­
haps even in  Ms own day w ere  felling  out of fesMon; but they a re  nonethe­
le s s  M storically  valuab le . " H istory  of English L ite ra tu re  (London, 1912), 
p . 474.
^English  L ite ra ry  C ritic ism  (London, 1896), p .  lix .
^Books and C haracters (London, 1922), p . 95. As suggested, 
S trachey’s review  re f le c ts  what seem s to  have been a  commonplace among 
n ineteenth  and ea rly  tw entieth century  com m entators on Johnson — the 
notion that M s judgm ents on l ite ra tu re , while c lea rly  wrong and outmoded, 
w ere  nevertheless m eaningful and enlightening. In the som ewhat m ore 
subdued Life of Johnson which he w rote fo r the 1856 Encyclopaedia B ritannica, 
M acaulay said  of the L ives: "The c ritic ism s  a re  often excellen t, and, even 
when g ro ss ly  and provokingly unjust, w ell deserve to be studied; fo r, how­
e v e r erroneous they m ay be, they a re  never silly . They a re  the judg­
m ents of a  m ind tram e lled  by p re ju d ice , and deficient in  sensib ility , but 
vigorous and acu te . They, th ere fo re , generally  contain a  portion  of valu­
able tru th  which d e se rv e s  to be separa ted  from  the alloy; and a t the very  
w o rs t they m ean sometM ng — a  p ra is e  to which m uch of what is  called
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c ritic ism  in  our tim e has no p re te n s io n s ."  The Life of Samuel Johnson 
(New York, 1895), p . 65. F o r o ther expressions of the sam e genera l idea, 
see the following: Henry F ranc is C ary , Lives of the English P o e ts , from  
Johnson to  K irke White, e tc . (London, 1846), p . 53; S ir N athaniel, New 
Monthly M agazine, d l l  (1855), 20; Q uarterly  Review, CLIX (1885), 148- 
149; S ir L eslie  Stephen, Samuel Johnson (London, 1878), p . 187; Matthew 
A rnold, "Johnson's L iv e s ,"  E ssay s in  C ritic ism , th ird  s e r ie s , ed . Edward 
J . O 'Brien (Boston, 1910), pp . 216-17; J. Churton Collins, "D r. Johnson’s 
'L ives of the P o e t s , Quar ter ly  Review, CCVII (January 1908), 72-73; 
Caroline Spurgeon, The W orks of Samuel Johnson (London, 1898), p . 49; 
Henry J. N icoll, Landm arks of English L ite ra tu re  (New York, 1900), p .
19; and Percy Hazen Houston, Main C urren ts in  English L ite ra tu re  (New 
York, 1926), p . 251.
^B ooks and C h arac te rs , p . 98.
-^ Gateways to  L ite ra tu re  (New York, 1912), p . 109.
i3 Unpubl. d is s . (Louisiana State U niversity , 1951). M iss G eorge 's 
study covers the  period  from  1800 to  1832, and is  derived  from  the follow­
ing period ica ls: the G entlem an's M agazine, the Scots M agazine, the 
Monthly Review , the B ritish C ritic , the Edinburgh Review, the Q uarte rly  
Review, the W estm inster Review, Blackwood's Edinburgh M agazine, the 
London M agazine, F r a s e r 's  M agazine fo r Town and Country, the L ite ra ry  
G azette , the E xam iner, the Ind ica to r, the L ib e ra l, the L ite ra ry  E xam iner, 
and the Companion. Concerning the effect of the po litica l orien tation  of 
the journals on th e ir  attitude tow ard Johnson, she says: 'I t  w as not only 
the period ica ls with avowedly conservative leanings — the Gentlem an’s, 
the Scots, the B ritish  C ritic , the Q u a rte rly , and the L ite ra ry  Gazette — 
that m anifested  an attitude predom inantly favorable to Johnson; such lib e ra l 
organs as the M onthly, the Edinburgh, Blackwoods, and the London shared  
th e ir  approval of h im . And even those period ica ls evincing the m o st antago­
nism  - -  the W estm inster, F r a s e r 's , and the E xam iner in  the la tte r  p a r t  of 
the period  - -  found occasionally  in  him  som ething to com m end. In  o ther 
w o rd s, i t  cannot be said that the antagonism  shown Johnson by the m ajo r 
figu res of the Romantic period  was im ita ted  by the jou rnals , nor can i t  be 
said  that his reputation  was the re s u lt  of se rv ile  adm iration  in  journals 
adhering to  e igh teenth-century  neoclassica l s tandards. His reputation  






17Pp. 194, 215, 174.
18P. 311.
159. It is  w orth noting tha t S. A ustin Allibone had denied the 
valid ity  of M acaulay 's opinion eighty y e a rs  p r io r  to  M iss G eorge 's study. 
Allibone p rin ted  M acaulay 's fam ous statem ent from  the 1831 review  of 
Choker along with the m ore favorable estim ates  of Scott, Byron, Landor,
S ir Jam es M acintosh, and o thers and notes: "The in co rrec tn ess  of th is 
a sse r tio n  m ust be obvious to the re a d e r  who has perused  the opinions just 
quoted; and i t  is  easy  fo r us to  add to the evidence a lready  p resen ted  of 
M r. M acaulay 's very  grave e r r o r . "  A C ritica l D ictionary of English L it­
e ra tu re  (Philadelphia, 1871), II, 976.
^ E s s a y s ,  Biographical, C ritical, and H isto rica l, Illu s tra tiv e  of 
the R am bler, A dven tu rer, and Id le r , e tc . (London, 1809), I, 434-35. 
Although he c ites  Johnson’s edition of Shakespeare as a  disappointm ent,
Drake a rgues that Johnson d eserv es g rea t c red it fo r laying out the plan — 
e . g . the illu s tra tio n  of Shakespeare though a  study of h is con tem poraries — 
which enabled Steevens to produce a much m ore  sa tis fac to ry  edition (p. 387).
21Ib id ., p .  486.
22The B ritish  P lu tarch , Containing the L ives of the M ost Eminent 
D ivines) P a tr io ts , S tatesm en, W a rr io rs , P h ilo sophers, Poets and A r t is ts , 
of G reat Britain and Ire lan d , from  the A ccession  of Henry VH to the P resen t 
T im e (London, 1816), VI, 326.
23Ib id ., p . 330.
2^Recollections of Foreign  T rave l, on L ife , L ite ra tu re , and Self 
Knowledge (London, 1825), H, 147-49,
2^Ib id ., p . 147.
2^Ib id ., p . 148.
27The L ib ra ry  Companion, o r, the Young M an's Guide, and the Old 
M an 's  Comfort, in  the Selection of a T.ihrary (London, 1825), p . 805.
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28Ib id ., p. 521.
29Ib id ., p. 522.
^ Fam ous R eview s, ed. R. B. Johnson (London, 1914), p . 398.
3-*-L ives of Men of L e tte rs  and Science Who F lourished  in  the Tim e of 
George ill (London, 1846), II, 63-64.
82Ib id ., p . 67.
33Ib id ., pp. 67-68.
3 4 Ib id ., p . 68.
35ib id ., p. 70.
36Ibid.
3?"Johnson, h is C ontem poraries and his B iographers, " Dublin Review, 
XXIII (1847), 218.
3 8 Ibid.
39Ib id ., p . 227.
4 0 M . ,  p . 228.
44L ives of the English Poets, from  Johnson to  K irke W hite, Designed 
as a Continuation of Johnson's L ives (London, 1846), p . 36. The e ssay  on 
Johnson orig inally  appeared  as "On the Life and W ritings of Samuel Johnson, 
L L P , " London M agazine, VIII (1823), 57-59, 169-85.
^ ib id ., p . 53.
43Ib id ., p . 88.
44Ibid.
45North A m erican Review, XXIV (1832), 103-04.
4^ Ib id ., p . 103.
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^ Ib id ., p . 104.
^ Fam ous Men of M odern T im es (Boston, 1855), p . 104. (Copyright 
date: 1844).
^ Ibiri. t pp. 223-24.
^ L iv e s  of Em inent C h ris tian s (H artfo rd , 1850), pp. 228-30.
"^Cunningham  viewed the L ives p r im a rily  as b iography, but did not 
offer Johnson’s c r i t ic is m  in  an apologetic m anner: "When [Johnson] fa ils  to 
convince u s , he alw ays leav es us w ith a favorab le  opinion of h is  good sense; 
fo r even when w rong, he is  s t i l l  sagacious and penetra ting , and the re a d e r  
never lo se s  the p resen ce  of h is c le a r  in te lle c t. W herever the  w orld  has 
d issen ted  from  h is judgm ents, the w orld  is  s t i l l  cu rious to  p re se rv e  h is opinions; 
and w here  understanding alone is sufficient fo r  poetical c r i t ic ism , the decisions 
of Johnson a re  g en e ra lly  r ig h t. Indeed the judgm ent of the w orld  is  th a t of 
Byron. 'Johnson ,' w rite s  the noble poet, ’s t r ip s  m any a lea f from  every  
lau re l; s t ill  Johnson 's is  the f in e s t c r itic a l w ork extant, and can  never be re a d  
w ithout in stru c tio n  and deligh t. L ives of the  M ost Em inent English Poets, 
ed . P e te r Cunningham (New York, 1857), I, xx iv-xxv. hi addition  he p rov ides 
us w ith an anecdote which is  suggestive of H ardy’s Jude and perhaps e n ­
lightening concerning the attitude of the n ineteenth  century  public tow ard 
Johnson the m an of le t te rs :  "When m y fa th e r w as a com m on stone-m ason  in 
the town in which R obert Burns d ied , he m ade h is  way on foot to  Edinburgh, 
fo resee in g  a b e tte r  outlet fo r h is genius than h is  native p lace w as likely  to  
a ffo rd . With the c h a ra c te r is tic  prudence of h is  countrym en he c a r r ie d  m oney 
w ith h im . His hunger and h is  th i r s t  w ere  both fo r  books. W hen h is labou rs 
of the day w ere  over (he wrought in  Edinburgh a s  a  m ason) he would r e p a ir  to 
a sa le -ro o m  kept by old Blackwood (afterw ards em inent a s  a  pub lisher), w here 
books w ere  sold a t night by ch eap er advances in  p rice  than those  now in u se .
F o r th re e  sh illings and eleven pence he bought Johnson’s 'L iv es of the P oets ' 
in fou r vo lum es, then  com paratively  a d ear book. As he w as ca rry in g  off 
h is  p u rch ase , he w as accosted  by a  gentlem an who, a rr iv in g  too la te  fo r the 
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h ea rd  m y fa th e r r e la te ,  to  the  su rp r is e  of the  gentlem an, who looked at h is  
m aso n ’s ap ron  and h is purchase  w ith m ixed and in creasin g  s u rp r is e . F ro m  
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a b e tte r  binding) m y fa th e r  le a rn ed  m uch, and I have lea rn ed  som ething.
The re a d e r  who deligh ts in  biography and h as any liking fo r  the  notes tha t 
follow w ill excuse th is  anecdote. To my fa th e r 's  cheap but h igh ly -p rized  
acqu isition  the public is  m ainly indebted fo r a  good w ork (the L ives of the
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in  h is Some XVIII Century Men of L e tte rs  (London, 1902), II, 267-445. It 
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(London, 1907), p . 14, In The Bookman Illu stra ted  H istory  of English L ite ra ­
tu re , which Seccombe authored in collaboration  with W. R obertson N icoll, 
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the rom an tic  p reconceptions tha t had p reva iled  to h is  day . Raleigh is  the 
f i r s t  m ajo r c r i t ic  of Johnson to question the rom antic  f a i th ." "The M odern 
Reputation of Sam uel Johnson, " p . 226. However, in  view of the evidence 
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M r. K enney 's observations on Raleigh: "F o r the f i r s t  tim e in  over a hundred 
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129"D r. Johnson a s  a  L ite ra ry  C r i t ic ,"  CLXXX (Septem ber 1913),
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CHAPTER HI 
1910-1940: THE LEANEST YEARS 
At the  o u tse t of o u r d iscu ssio n  of Johnson 's ap p aren t decline  a f te r  
1910, and w ith  an  eye tow ard  h is  re s u rg e n c e  a f te r  1940, i t  m ay be helpful 
to  com m ent aga in  on the  obvious re la tio n sh ip  o v e r the  y e a rs  betw een the  
rep u ta tio n  of h is  c r i t ic is m  and th a t of th e  p o e try  he loved b e s t, h i th is  con­
nection , w hile w e obviously cannot specu la te  in  d e ta il  on the  fo rtu n es  of N eo­
c la s s ic a l  p o e try  over th e  p a s t  cen tu ry  and a ha lf, we can  say  th a t the re fe re n c e s  
to Johnson 's c r i t ic is m  c ited  thus f a r  do no t fo s te r  th e  im p re ss io n  th a t the 
school w as in  ascendance  a t  any tim e  du ring  the n ineteen th  cen tu ry . F o r  the  
m o st p a r t ,  th e  V ic to rian s  seem  to have looked on the g re a t  N e o c la ss ic a l poets
t
a s  p ro m in en t re s id e n ts  of th e  a r id  boneyard  ly ing on the  f a r  side  of the  lu x u r i­
ous g a rd e n  cu ltiva ted  by th e  R om an tics . In som e r e s p e c ts ,  how ever, th e ir  
a ttitude  a p p ea rs  to  have b een  m ore  flex ib le  than  th a t of the w r i te r s  whom we 
encoun ter in  the  n in e teen -tw en ties  and th i r t i e s .  F o r  in s tan ce , v ir tu a lly  e v e ry ­
one fro m  M acaulay onw ard had been w illing  to  acknow ledge Johnson 's  p r e ­
em inence a s  a  c r i t ic  of Pope and D ryden , and it  w ill be re c a lle d  th a t h is  
e x p e r tis e  on th ese  poe ts  w as not u n iv e rsa lly  re g a rd e d  by n ineteen th  cen tu ry  
c o m m en ta to rs  as p roo f of h is  hope less incom petence a s  a  c r i t ic  of p o e try . 
Indeed, in  th e  p reced ing  c h a p te r  w e touched on s e v e ra l w r i te r s  who con­
s id e re d  Johnson nothing l e s s  than a  m enace  on M ilton and G ray bu t who w ere
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w illing to concede a t the sam e tim e th a t the L ives of D ryden and Pope w ere  
m a s te rp ie c e s  of English c r i t ic a l  l i te r a tu r e .  The redem ptive  value of John­
son’s a s tu te n ess  on D ryden and Pope does not appear to have had com parab le  
weight in  the n ineteen-tw enties and th ir t ie s ,  how ever. The w r i te r s  of these  
y e a rs  a re  w illing to go along w ith the trad itio n a l view  that Johnson the c ritic  
is  seen  a t his best on D ryden and Pope and even to p ra is e  the good sense and 
independence of his observations on th em . But because  they w ere  so su re  
Dryden and Pope w ere  not tru e  p oe ts , th e ir  recogn ition  of Johnson 's affinity 
with the g re a t  N eo c la ss ic is ts  som etim es re a d s  like  a subpoena. Amy C ruse 
p rov ides u s  with a com m ent tha t can  be called  typical:
[ Johnson had] litt le  ap p rec ia tio n  of the im aginative 
elem ent in  p o e try  and no e a r  fo r  the su b tle r h a r ­
m onies of v e rs e . . . . He saw litt le  d ifference b e ­
tw een p oe try  and p ro se  excep t with re g a rd  to m e tre  
and rh y m e. He belonged to the school of D ryden and 
P o p e .1
ft goes without saying, of c o u rs e , th a t i t  i s  no longer fashionable to 
be scorn fu l of D ryden and Pope and th a t the change is  c le a r ly  re lev an t to  the 
rev iv a l of Johnson’s c r it ic ism  in  the y e a rs  following W orld W ar II. Although 
we s till find  in  l i te ra ry  h is to r ie s  and anthologies of the la te  n in e tee n -th irtie s  
the com plaint th a t Johnson o v e re s tim a tes  the value of such "a r tif ic ia l"  Neo­
c la ss ic a l poe ts  a s  D ryden and Pope w hile unfairly  censuring  such " lo ftie r"
9
poets a s  M ilton and G ray , we can  say  w ith som e a ssu ran ce  th a t the  notion 
tha t D ryden and Pope a re  a r tif ic ia l p o e ts , o r  le s s  lofty  in any sense  than  G ray
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(p resum ably  M ilton s till  enjoys a  c e r ta in  advantage of a ltitude), is  no longer
O
w idely h e ld .0 As e v ery  re a d e r  w ill be aw are , th is  change in  a ttitude has come 
about a s  a  re s u lt  of one of the m a jo r  developm ents in  the scho larsh ip  of the 
p a s t th ir ty  y e a rs  — a growing inclination  w ith in  the l i te ra ry  E stab lishm ent 
to  c a s t  aside  the Rom antic b lin k e rs  and to a ttem p t a m ore objective and sym pa­
the tic  a p p ra isa l of N eoclassica l p oe try  in  te rm s  of i ts  own a im s and va lues 
r a th e r  than  those of the age which follow ed. ^
T his e ffo rt has na tu ra lly  led  to  a  m ore  apprecia tive  study of eighteenth 
cen tu ry  c r i t ic is m , and the en tire  p ro c e ss  has redounded to  Johnson’s c re d it 
in  a g en era l way th a t is  perhaps b e s t re flec ted  in the l i te ra ry  h is to r ie s  w r i t ­
te n  since  1940. Although it  would be m islead ing  to suggest tha t such p ro m i­
nent l i te ra ry  h is to r ia n s  a s  G eorge S herbum , Louis I. Bredvold, A. D . M cKil- 
lnn , and John Butt beatify  Johnson the  c r i t ic ,  they do deal w ith him  ELS EL m a i l  
w hose observations on l i te ra tu re  a re  not m ere ly  acute w ithin the lim ita tions 
of h is  age but u n iv e rsa lly  m eaningful. M ore to  the poin t, they do not rep e a t 
the  th rea d b a re  com plain ts of the nineteenth cen tu ry  m ajo rity  concerning h is 
inab ility  to so a r w ith the poetic im agination  o r to respond w ith the p ro p e r 
d eg ree  of trem u lous en thusiasm  to the  su b tle r  nuances of na tu re  or p rosody . 
F in a lly , they do not chide him  — a s  com m enta to rs in  the e a r ly  y e a rs  of the 
tw entieth  cen tu ry  seem ed  in c reas in g ly  to do — fo r  fa iling  to recogn ize  that 
he w as the cham pion of a r tif ic ia l  poe ts  and th e re fo re  an enem y of p ro g re s s . ^ 
Im plicit in  the charge , of c o u rs e , is  the fin a l co llapse  — a g rad u a l
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and com plicated p ro cess , to  be sure  — of Rom antic assum ptions about poetry  
and c ritic ism  which had beclouded Johnson's reputation  fo r over a  century , 
and the consequent em ergence of a variegated  c lim ate  a fte r  W orld W ar II in 
which it becam e fa r m ore likely that some of the f in es t scholars of our day 
would undertake the appreciative analyses of Johnson's c ritic ism  which we 
w ill consider toward the end of the next chap ter. Accordingly, i t  is  perhaps 
helpful to rem ind  ou rse lves that Johnson's repu tation  as a c ritic  has always 
been inextricably  involved in  a much la rg e r  phenomenon and tha t in the th irty  
y ear period  preceding the onset of W orld W ar II h is  status seem s to have been 
pegged m ore  inflexibly than ever to  the notion that the eighteenth century  had 
little  to do with genuine poe try .
In addition to  a possib ly  m ore rig id  attitude toward the N eoclassical 
poets , re fe ren c es  to  Johnson's c ritic ism  between die W orld W ars a lso  re f le c t 
a  no doubt closely  re la te d  shift of em phasis which is perhaps even m ore 
suggestive of an explanation fo r the falling  away of the lim ited support which
x'
Johnson the c r it ic  had enjoyed in the la te  V ictorian  and Edwardian y e a rs . 
G enerally speaking, w r ite rs  around the middle of the nineteenth century, 
while c le a rly  aw are that th e re  had been Romantic tendencies in  Johnson's 
day and that he had opposed them , did not devote a  g re a t deal of thought to 
the concept of Johnson e ith e r as a reac tionary  o r a  rebellious fo rce  in  an age 
of flux. Instead, m ost of them  sim ply assum ed tha t Johnson's c ritic ism  had 
been an in teg ra l p a rt of a  solid if in fe rio r l i te ra ry  cu lture which had been
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plowed under r a th e r  ab rup tly  by the trium phant en try  of R om anticism , 
although, a s  we have seen , th e re  w ere  a  few w rite rs  on Johnson who con­
tinued to be re la tiv e ly  free  of the idea th a t the R om antics had secu red  an 
exclusive franch ise  on the w orld  of l e t t e r s . No doubt owing to the lengthen­
ing  h is to r ic a l p e rsp ec tiv e , how ever, and an in c re ased  aw aren ess  tha t the 
com ing of R om anticism  had been a  m ore  g radua l p ro c e ss  than e a r l ie r  com ­
m en ta to rs  had recognized , a lm o st a ll  sch o larly  com m ent on Johnson begins 
to  re f le c t  a round  the tu rn  of the cen tu ry  a m ore pointed in te re s t  in  the 
question of h is  p re c ise  ro le  in  the tran s itio n , ^ and by the nineteen-tw enti.es 
and th ir t ie s  th is  concern  apparen tly  com es to have a dom inant im portance 
in  the m inds of such w r i te r s  a s  O liver E lton, Louis C azam ian, P ercy  
Hazen Houston, Joseph E pes Brown, A ss iso  B osker, and J. W. H. A tkins.
The point to  be m ade h e re  is  th a t, granted the assum ptions u n d er­
ly ing m o st of the  in q u ir ie s , th is  tendency to concentrate  on Johnson’s ro le  
a s  a  tra n s itio n a l figure  w as bound to have unfortunate re s u lts  in so fa r as 
h is repu ta tion  a s  a c r itic  w as concerned, fo r i t  handcuffed h is few would-be 
su p p o rte rs  w hile a t the sam e tim e stiffening the opposition of h is  m ore 
num erous d e tr a c to r s . A pparently  even m ore  un iform ly  inclined  than th e ir  
n ineteenth  cen tu ry  p re d e c e sso rs  to the view that p o e try  had a tta ined  its  
apo theosis in  the w ork of the E nglish  R om antics, and obviously m ore  aw are 
than  th e ir  p re d e c e sso rs  had  been th a t Johnson had stood som ew here b e ­
tw een the N eoclassica l c r i t ic ism  of the e a r ly  eighteenth  cen tu ry  and the
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Romantic c ritic ism  of the e a r ly  nineteenth, the w rite rs  of the tw enties and 
th ir tie s  tended to  base th e ir  estim ate  of h is im portance as a c ritic  p rim a rily  
on th e ir  decision  a s  to w hether he had re s is te d  Rom anticism  o r helped to 
b ring  i t  about. I t is  su re ly  one of the m ore  g laring  iro n ies  of Johnson's 
p red icam ent during these  y e a rs  tha t h is claim  to be a c ritic  of the f ir s t  
im portance was weakened re g a rd le ss  of the ro le  assigned  to  h im , even 
when the w rite r  m aking the judgment was favorably disposed tow ard h is 
subject. F o r exam ple, to the extent that w r ite rs  like Elton, Cazamian, 
and Bosker accepted the m ore trad itiona l view that Johnson had been an 
u ltraconserva tive  defender of N eoclassic ism , they w ere com pelled to  deal 
w ith him  not m ere ly  as a c r it ic  whose p rincip les w ere obsolete but a s  one 
who had been a vigorous and in trac tab le  enemy of p ro g re s s . On the other 
h a n d ,  to  the extent tha t w rite rs  like Houston, Brown, and Atkins leaned 
tow ard the increasing ly  w idespread  view that Johnson had been in  rebellion  
against som e of the m ore  rig id  aspec ts of N eoclassical c r itic ism , they 
w ere  h a rd -p re sse d  to expand h is im portance beyond the re la tive ly  humble 
se rv ice  of underm ining h is  own trad itio n  and thus hastening the advent of 
a c ritic ism  which w as not only fa r  m ore  valid  than h is own but beyond h is 
sympathy and understanding a s  w ell. Thus, in  a  period  when these lim ita ­
tions w ere  a lm ost un iversally  held to  be fata l to the c ritic ism  of poetry , 
the obvious d rif t of e ith e r  approach was to confine Johnson m ore  secure ly  
than ev er w ithin what w ere  thought to be the lim ita tions of his ag e .
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In any event, and fo r w hatever rea so n , i t  is  c le a r  tha t Johnson the 
c r it ic  did lose ground a fte r  1910. If ou r exam ination of n ineteenth  and 
e a r ly  tw entieth  cen tu ry  re fe re n c e s  to Johnson’s c ritic ism  lead s  us to believe 
that S ir W alter Raleigh did not re sc u e  Johnson from  lim bo, a  p e ru s a l of 
s im ila r  re fe re n c e s  a f te r  1910 leads even m ore em phatically  to the conclu­
sion th a t the Six E ssay s  on Johnson did not tr ig g e r  a  g rea t leap forw ard  fo r 
Johnson 's repu ta tion  in  the y e a rs  im m ediate ly  follow ing i ts  publication .
On the co n tra ry , a ll  the evidence poin ts tow ard a  grow ing r ig id ity  among 
those who attem pted  to m easu re  Johnson 's ach ievem ent w ith a  Rom antic 
y a rd s tick  a s  w ell a s  a fa lling  away of the re la tiv e ly  independent m inority  
support which had bu ilt up fo r him  in  the la s t  decades of the nineteenth 
cen tu ry . To be su re , we do find the  following sta tem en t in  a  1926 issue  
of the T im es L ite ra ry  Supplement:
Raleigh lifted  Johnson 's c ritic ism  up again  from  
the contem pt into which i t  had been allow ed to 
fa l l .  . . . the  six Johnson lec tu re s  w ere  a s  sane 
and convincing a s  they w ere  b rillian t; and they 
re s to re d  Johnson 's position  as one of the g re a te s t 
of the c r i t ic s  of l i te ra tu re .  That w ork  of r e s to ra ­
tion  is  not likely  e v e r  to be undone. ?
T his glowing a s se r tio n  m ight lead  us to  in fer th a t a  Johnson rev iv a l w as
w ell underw ay a t the t im e , but in the v e ry  next p a ra g rap h  the rev iew er
rev e a ls  h is suspicion  th a t Johnson’s repu ta tion  had perhaps been  ra is e d
h igher than  i t  could stand "when the supporting a rm s  of [R aleigh1 s j
eloquence a re  re m o v e d ." He then re v e rs e s  h is fie ld  e n tire ly  and e x p re sse s
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re se rv a tio n s  about Johnson 's c r i t ic a l  acum en which m ight have sa tisfied
that c r i t ic 's  s e v e re s t n ineteenth cen tu ry  d e tra c to r:
We sh a ll have no hesita tion  in  saying  th a t [Johns on J 
was a lm o st en tire ly  w ithout som e of the qualities 
m ost ind ispensab le  to  a  c r i t ic  of p o e try . Of the 
incom parable m usic  of M ilton h is e a r  does not 
seem  to  have caught a  n o te . Of the beau ties of 
N ature, a s  som ething m ore  than things p leasan t 
and p re tty  to look a t, he had no p e rcep tio n . What 
N ature m ean t to W ordsw orth, and in  a  d ifferent 
way to  Blake, he would have been one of the la s t  
m en in  the  w orld  to unders tand . To m y stic ism , 
which in  one kind o r ano ther has constantly  been 
an e lem en t of the v e ry  g re a te s t  p o e try , he w as a 
com plete s t r a n g e r .8
The no t un fam iliar jux taposition  of these  two conflicting poin ts of view
suggests th a t, i f  the  review  p ro v es  anything, i t  is  not only tha t Raleigh
and T eggart had been  som ewhat p rem a tu re  in  th e ir  conclusions about the
im m inent dem ise of Rom antic c r it ic ism  but th a t no significant rev iv a l of
Johnson 's c ritic ism  w as to be looked fo r in  the  la te  n ineteen -tw en ties .
Unlike the anonymous rev iew er^  and s e v e ra l of the w r i te r s  nam ed 
above, m o st com m enta to rs on Johnson’s c r it ic ism  in  these  y e a rs  w ere  not 
of two m inds about th e ir  sub jec t. W ithout a ttem pting  to a rgue  — a s  a t 
le a s t  a  few of th e ir  p re d e c e sso rs  had  argued  — the c lea rly  con trad ic to ry  
notion th a t Johnson ranked  w ith the  g re a te s t c r i t i c s , they sim ply  endorsed  
the nineteenth  cen tu ry  consensus th a t Johnson lacked the im agination  and 
the de lica te  se n s ib ilitie s  req u is ite  fo r  an  understanding  of the f in es t p o e try . 
F o r exam ple , to the  extent th a t they  w ere a t a l l  concerned w ith h is  c r i t i ­
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c ism , popular b iog raphers of the period  w ere  content to espouse the idea 
th a t th e ir  sub ject had been out of touch w ith the e ssen ce  of p o e try , and 
th e ir  e a sy  confidence u n d e rsco re s  the fac t th a t the position  cannot have 
been a  v e ry  c o n tro v e rs ia l one a t  the t im e . As C hristopher H ollis re m a rk s  
in  h is  1928 biography, the L ives of the Poets  "a re  not m uch re a d  n o w ," 
p a r tia lly  owing to the fact th a t m ost of Johnson 's poets have been fo rgo tten , 
but m o re  im portan tly  to  the fac t th a t "when Johnson h as a  r e a l  poet to w rite  
about he is  handicapped in  h is ta sk  by the disadvantage that he only ve ry  
im p erfec tly  knew w hat p o e try  w a s ." 1® One y e a r  la te r ,  H a rry  Salpeter 
no tes th a t "without Boswell, we should be w ondering by w hat acc iden t, w hat 
freak  of chance a m an by the nam e of Sam uel Johnson happens to be lying 
in  W estm inster Abbey. "-1-1 Acknowledging th a t Johnson had been  w rong on 
a lm o st every  im p o rtan t l i te ra ry  question th a t he had considered , Salpeter 
a ttem p ts  to le s se n  the offense by a rgu ing  that Johnson had been  no m ore  
in sensitive  to l i te ra tu re  than he had been to m usic  and pain ting . ^  Hugh 
K ingsm ill d ea ls  w ith Johnson 's c r it ic ism  som ew hat m o re  kindly a few y e a rs  
la te r ,  but c le a r ly  a g re e s  w ith the p reva iling  opinion th a t Johnson had been 
unable to  cope w ith the m o st sublim e m om ents of the g re a te s t  p o e ts . His 
com m ents d iffer from  those of the  n ineteenth  cen tury  m a jo rity  p r im a rily  
because  he includes Donne am ong the g re a t poe ts who w ere  beyond John­
so n 's  g rasp :
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The a e s th e tic  c r it ic ism  in  the L ives shows John­
so n 's  usual lim ita tio n s . Though he could fee l, 
he could not in te rp re t the g rea tn ess  of Shake­
speare  and M ilton, and he could not even feel 
the re  condite beauty of Donne. Yet though he 
has little  of value to say about the h ighest fo rm s 
of p o e try , he c le a rs  away a ll  im ita tions of sub­
lim ity  w ith a  vigorous hand.
Pursuant to the attitude of popular b iog raphers tow ard  Johnson's 
c r it ic ism , i t  m ay be pertin en t to note that the trad itio n a l Rom antic e s t i ­
m ate  of Johnson's shortcom ings finds ex p re ss io n  a s  late  a s  1955 in  M ichael 
Joyce’s Sam uel Johnson. Although he s ta r ts  from  the unprom ising  p rem ise  
th a t "no m an h as reach ed  such high em inence in  the w orld of English l e t ­
t e r s  w ith so little  specific  ta len t fo r l ite ra tu re  a s  Johnson, Joyce’s 
d iscu ssio n  of Johnson’s c ritic ism  is  a t  once m o re  extensive and le s s  nega­
tive than the d iscussions of the m en noted above . Specifically , he i s  w ill­
ing to  concede not only tha t the P reface to Shakespeare is  "an  in sp irin g  
p iece of w ork [wliichj contains som e of the f in es t and soundest things that 
have e v e r  been said  on S h a k e sp e a re "^  but tha t the L ives of the Poets e m -
bodies a s  m uch w isdom  a s  one m ight reasonab ly  hope to find in  any c r i t i -
1 Ac ism  p r io r  to C oleridge. ° N ev erth e le ss , h is  final e stim ate  of Johnson
the c r i t ic  gives us good re a so n  to  believe that the conventional nineteenth
cen tu ry  view has not d isappeared  a ltogether:
It i s  not easy  to p ic tu re  [Johnson] gazing through 
m agic casem en ts , o r  re jo ic in g  in  the ligh t that 
never w as, on sea o r land . He p re fe rs  the h ero ic  
and the d idactic  to the ly r ic  s tra in ; he is  deaf to
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the poetry  of Lycidas . . .  in sh o rt, he seem s 
alive to a lm ost every  aspect of poetry  except 
the poetic elem ent i ts e lf . ^
C learly Joyce's concern over Johnson’s indifferent contem pt fo r 
m agic casem ents and other-w orldly g lim m ers is  an increas ing  ra r i ty  in  
the post W orld W ar II l ite ra ry  w orld . As we shall see in  the next chapter, 
Johnson’s m ost form idable d e tra c to rs  in  th is  new age deplore h is lack of 
m etaphysics ra th e r  than his lack  of m ystic ism . In the tw enties and th ir t ie s , 
how ever, the contro lling  objection to  Johnson’s c ritic ism  continued to be 
that of the Rom antics, and i t  often found expression  in  language which 
indeed, like tha t of Joyce - -  would not have seem ed out of p lace in  a  l i t ­
e ra ry  journal of the ea rly  nineteenth cen tury . F or exam ple, in  support 
of h is argum ent that Boswell w as in  m ost re sp ec ts  a  sounder c ritic  than 
Johnson, James E . Cox has th is  to  say in  1931:
Johnson’s c ritic ism  is  that of common sense . He 
was earth-bound. He had no wings fo r flight. He 
resp ec ted  a  m an whose work recom m ended i ts e lf  
to h is sound analy tical judgment, but he was un­
able to follow a  poet into the re a lm s  of fancy. He 
could not see an g e ls , o r nym phs, o r  g en ii. He 
could not h ear voices in  the a i r .  Consequently, 
he had little  use fo r Milton or G ray. 18
S im ilar observations on the inability  of Johnson's analy tical approach 
to get a t the poetic  elem ent in  poe try  a re  m ade in  these  sam e y e a rs  by 
two somewhat better-know n fig u res , Robert Bridges and A . E . Housman. 
l ik e  so m any o thers before h im , Bridges w as indignant over Johnson's
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trea tm e n t of L y c id as , and he c ite s  th is fam ous c ritique  a s  conclusive 
p roo f tha t th e re  could be no im p o rtan t re la tio n sh ip  betw een Johnson and 
poetry :
I t  w as not D r. Johnson’s ignorance o r deficient edu­
cation th a t m ade Mm d islike  L y c id a s . It w as h is 
unpoetic m ind th a t w as a t  fau lt, and h is ta s te  in  
M usic o r  Painting would probably hav [s ic j been a t 
the sam e lev e l. M oreover ch ild ren  do not re s e n t  
w hat they  cannot u n ders tand  in  P oetry , and they 
genera lly  hav [ s ic j  a  k een e r sense  fo r  beauty than 
D r. Johnson had — indeed, i f  he would hav [s ic j  
becom e agein  [s ic j  a s  a  little  child , he m ight hav 
[s ic j  lik 'd  L ycidas v e ry  w ell. 19
We should note in  passing , p e rh a p s , that th is  a ttack  on Johnson’s c r it ic ism
placed  R. W. Chapman in  som ething  of a  quandary . He w ished to  re fu te
B ridges, but he w as unable to follow S ir W alter R aleigh, who had, i t  w ill
be rem e m b e red , ra th e r  tim id ly  endorsed  Johnson’s e s tim a te  of L y c i d a s ; 2 0
Between two g re a t c r i t ic s ,  I do no t p resum e to d e ­
c ide . Perhaps D r. B ridges is  r ig h t and Johnson is  
h e re  guilty  of unpardonable e r r o r .  But I suggest 
again  tha t D r. B ridges p roves too m uch . If John­
son’s  condem nation of "L ycidas" is  indefensib le, 
le t i t  not be defended. But i t  i s  su re ly  m ore 
reaso n ab le  to suppose th a t he e r r e d  by som e 
in te llig ib le  delusion  — o r  even , i f  you lik e , w il­
fully , by wanton petu lance - -  than  to  adopt an  
explanation which, once we accep t i t ,  m akes 
sh ipw reck  of h is  life , of h is  w o rk s , and of h is
rep u ta tio n . 21
The point to be s tre s se d  i s  th a t Chapman i s  sim ply  unable to believe th a t a 
c r i t ic  m igh t re je c t  L ycidas on p rin c ip le  and yet rem a in  w ithin the p a le .
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He m akes his position, c le a r  a s  he explains why i t  is  n e c e ssa ry  to defend
Johnson the c ritic  ag a in st ch arg es of the s o r t  advanced by Bridges:
Why a re  we not content to  ad m ire  and re v e re  him  
as a g re a t m o ra lis t, a  g re a t  p ro se  w r i te r ,  an  
unchallenged m a s te r  of p ra c tic a l w isdom ? The 
answ er i s ,  I think, tha t on those te rm s  we m ight 
ad m ire  Johnson, hut could not love h im . I t is  
not po ssib le  — a t th is  d istance  of tim e  - - t o  love 
a m an, how ever g re a t and good, who thinks 
"L ycidas" a  bad poem , un less we sa tisfy  o u r ­
se lves w ith some explanation of tha t s trange  
opinion, sh o rt of s ta rk  in se n s ib ility .22
It is  w orth  pointing out th a t Chapman is  f a r  m o re  r ig id  on th is  sco re  than
John Hepburn M illa r , fo r  exam ple, had been a  q u a rte r  of a century  e a r l i e r .23
A . E . Housm an i s  no le s s  convinced than  Bridges tha t Johnson had
been cu rsed  w ith an  unpoetic m ind . In H ousm an's view , Johnson 's fondness
fo r N eoclassica l p o e try  p rov ides a ll  the evidence n e c e ssa ry  to convict:
It is  im possib le  to  ad m ire  such p o e try  a s  P ope 's so 
w hole-hearted ly  a s  Johnson d id , and to r e s t  in  i t  
with such  p e rfe c t contentm ent, w ithout lo sing  the 
pow er to  app rec ia te  f in e r  p o e try  o r even to  re c o g ­
nize i t  when m e t. Johnson’s  unlucky fran k n ess  in  
le tting  the  w orld  know how he w as affected  by 
L ycidas h as  ea rn ed  h is c r i t ic a l  judgm ent d isc red it 
enough; but consider a lso  h is  resp o n se  to  p oe try  
which, though somehow w ritte n  in  the eighteenth  
century , i s  of an  a lien  s tra in  and w orthy  of o ther 
ages; co n sid er h is a ttitude to  C o llin s .24
T here  i s , of c o u rs e , no lack  of additional evidence to su sta in  the
view th a t the a ttitude  of Bridges and Housm an tow ard  Johnson i s  the dom i­
nant one between 1910 and 1940. In  addition to the w r i te r s  we have con­
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s id e red  thus f a r  we m ight c ite  fo r em phasis o thers du ring  the period  who,
obviously w ithout fe a r  of con trad ic tion , advanced the opinion th a t Johnson’s
c r itic ism  w as a  defunct com m odity. In 1928, fo r exam ple, G erald  Gould,
specu la ting  a s  to  which of Johnson’s w orks m ight be considered  g re a t, doubts
th a t even the m o st a rd en t Johnsonian would d a re  to recom m end the L ives of
the P oets, " m a rre d  [as they a r e j  by judgm ents so s illy  and ill- te m p e re d
th a t one has to  a v e r t o n e 's  face from  them  in  sh a m e .”2^ In a som ewhat
m ore  jovial but no le s s  condescending ve in , W illiam  H. Coleman w rite s  a
few y e a rs  la te r  that "although few re a d  Johnson these  days, I  like to tu rn
ov er the pages of the doughty old m o ra lis t , who so often sm others h is  ideas
in  L atin  po ly sy llab les , ju s t to  get the e ffec t of-the resounding  m arch  of Ms
l a n g u a g e . Coleman seem s u tte rly  confident th a t, a s  of 1935, Johnson’s
Shakespeare c r itic ism  "has long since ceased  to e x e r t any influence [and
th a t the L ives of the Poets a r e j  sc a rc e ly  a  dependable sou rce  to which to
O'!go fo r a  knowledge of the poe ts Johnson d isc u sse s . * ' '  The a ttitude  tow ard 
Johnson re f le c te d  in  these  com m ents i s ,  of co u rse , one wMch had g rea t 
cu rrency  throughout the n ineteenth  cen tu ry , and i t  is  one which does not 
fade out e n tire ly  until the n in e te e n -fo rtie s . As late  a s  1946, fo r exam ple,
C. E . Vulliam y w rite s  about Johnson the  c r i t ic  a s  though he w ere  s ti ll  
secu re ly  confined in  H is to ry ’s dust bin: "We m ay re g a rd  [his c ritic ism J 
a s  a  position  so  frequently  c a r r ie d  by a s sa u lt  that lit t le  rem ain s  of i t . " 2^ 
Indeed, even one y e a r la te r ,  V incent S ta r re t t  endo rses the venerab le  notion
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that Johnson "was not a g rea t w rite r  o r a g rea t th inker, and he has left 
nothing behind him to  explain his unparalleled  renown as a d ic ta to r of 
le t te r s .
As we a re  now in  a position to recognize , however, Vulliamy and 
Starred; re p re se n t the term inus of an attitude „ fo r, a s  we shall se e , John­
so n 's  s ta r  w as c learly  in  the ascendant even as th e ir  observations w ere 
being published. It scarce ly  needs m ention in  th is connection th a t, a l ­
though Johnson 's ideas a re  not un iversally  adm ired  in our day, one looks 
a lm ost in  vain fo r any recen t scholarly  re fe ren ce  to h is c ritic ism  which is  
m arked  by the condescension (if not contempt) so c h a rac te r is tic  of m ost 
s im ila r  re fe ren c es  between 1910 and 1940. At the sam e tim e it  should be 
m ade absolutely c le a r  tha t no attem pt is  being m ade h ere  to argue tha t the 
p revailing  attitude tow ard Johnson n e ce ssa rily  becom es m ore severe  a fte r  
1910. On the con tra ry , the th es is  of a  Johnsonian decline a fte r  tha t y ear, 
and p a rticu la rly  between the W orld W ars, r e s t s  a lm ost en tire ly  on the 
absence during  th is period  of a  counterpoint to the m ajo rity  view, a  voice 
com parable to th a t of the tenacious and growing m inority  which, between 
1850 and 1910, in sisted  that room  m ust somehow be re ta ined  a t the top 
fo r Samuel Johnson.
But i f  we cannot locate a  m inority  voice of com parable strength  
a fte r  1910, we nevertheless do perceive  a t le a s t a  few lingering  signs of 
l i f e . Several w r ite rs  can be found who p ra ised  Johnson's c ritic ism  with a
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re la tiv e  lack  of apology. In 1914, fo r exam ple, G. A . M air en d o rses  a
point of view which was frequently  encountered  in  the p reced ing  chapter:
he m ain tains tha t the c la r ity  of Johnson's in te llec tu a l v ision  e a rn s  him  a
high p lace a s  a  c r it ic  re g a rd le s s  of a ll  o th er considera tions:
[H]e had the pow er in a  w onderfully  sh o rt tim e of 
ex tra c tin g  the k e rn e l and leav ing  the husk . . .
His pow er of concen tra tion , of se iz in g  on e s se n tia ls , 
has given us h is  b e s t c r i t ic a l  w ork  — nothing could 
be b e tte r , fo r in stance , than  h is ch a rac te riza tio n  
of the poets whom he calls the m etaphysica l 
school . . . which is  the m ost valuable p a r t  of h is  
life of Cowley. Even w here he i s  m o st p re ju ­
d iced  — fo r instance  in h is a ttack  on M ilton 's 
L ycidas - -  th e re  is  usually  som ething  to be said  
fo r h is point of v iew .30
In addition , the e a r ly  n in e tee n -th ir tie s  y ield  a t le a s t  two tentative 
e ffo rts  to re la te  Johnson 's c r itic ism  in a  u sefu l way to developing tren d s 
in  tw entieth  cen tu ry  l i te ra tu re .  In 1932, A . M . Stephen suggests that 
Johnson 's m o ra l conserva tism  is  m ore a ttra c tiv e  than e v e r in  the in ­
c reas in g ly  a m o ra l m odem  ag e , and contends th a t, desp ite  the lim ita tions 
of eighteenth cen tury  c ritic a l th eo ry , "Johnson 's genius had d iscovered  
m any of the fundam ental tru th s  underlying a ll  g re a t a r t .  "31 Specifically , 
he points to Johnson 's in s is ten ce  on pu rity  of s p ir it  and decorum  of diction 
a s  a  healthy c o rrec tiv e  to the p rac tice  of m o d em  p oe ts , who he thought 
w ere  grow ing m o re  cynical in outlook and i r r e g u la r  in d iction  every  day, 
and who, above a ll ,  seem ed to  him  to be m otivated  p r im a r ily  by a  d e s ire  
to  "debunk p o e try  in  a vain  a ttem pt to m ake i t  the se rv an t of the  anim al
b ra in  which p e rish e s  w ith the p hysica l body. W riting in  the sam e y e a r ,
Howe M artyn advances a  som ew hat m ore  detached and im p ress iv e  e stim ate
It m ay be concluded th a t Johnson m ark ed  out the 
place of the c r itic  and the purpose  and m ethod of 
c r itic ism  so ju stly  th a t m odern  a e s th e tic  theo ry , 
a ided a s  i t  is  by the rap id  developm ent of psychology, 
has been able to su rp a ss  h is  w ork not by fundam ental 
change but only by addition and e x p a n s i o n .  33
If we a re  b e tte r  c r i t ic s  than Johnson, i t  is  only because  the science of 
psychology has taught us m ore  about g en era l hum an n a tu re  — which i s ,  
M artyn  a s su re s  u s , the datum of p o e try  - -  than Johnson could know, and 
M artyn  is  a t one w ith Joseph E pes Brown and Joseph Wood K rutch in ob­
se rv in g  tha t one of Johnson 's ch ief d raw backs a s  a  c r i t ic  s tem s from  the 
fac t th a t "the data  on which w as bu ilt h is  theo ry  of p oe try  w as la rg e ly  h is  
own m ind and e x p e rie n c e .
As m ight be in fe rre d  from  the  d iscussion  a t the  outset of th is 
ch ap te r, how ever, the m ost in te re s tin g  re fe re n c e s  to Johnson 's c r it ic ism  
in  the n ineteen-tw en ties and th ir t ie s  a re  those w hich a re  heavily  colored  
by a  concern  fo r Johnson’s position  in  re fe ren c e  to the  com ing of R om anti­
c ism , fo r these  stud ies give us an  understand ing  of how difficult i t  a p ­
p a re n tly  had becom e fo r even sym pathetic  sc h o la rs  of th a t day to  believe 
th a t th e re  could be anything of u n iv e rsa l im portance in  the c r it ic a l  t r a d i ­
tion  w hich the R om antics had supplanted. Surely  no m o re  m eaningful 
point of re fe ren c e  could be in troduced  a t  th is  juncture  than D. Nichol
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Sm ith 's d iscussion  of Johnson’s c ritic ism  which appeared  in  1913 in  the 
Cambridge H istory of English L ite ra tu re . It is  a  d iscussion  which is  
notably indifferent tow ard problem s which, as we shall se e , c lea rly  dom i­
nated die approach of m any la te r  w r i t e r s . It w ill be rec a lled  in  th is  con­
nection tha t Smith had a s se r te d  a decade e a r l ie r  tha t Johnson's w as one 
of the few indispensable editions of Shakespeare. "No edition, w ithin its  
lim its , " he in s is ts  again in  th is la te r  e ssay ,
is  a sa fe r  guide to  S hakespeare 's m eaning. The 
student who search es the com m entators fo r help 
in  d ifficu lties, soon lea rn s  to go stra ig h t to John­
son 's note as the firm  land of common sense in  a  
sea of ingenious fa n c ie s . The sam e ro b u st honesty 
gives the p reface  a p lace by its e lf  am ong c ritic a l 
pronouncem ents on S hakespeare .35
Smith is  no le s s  em phatic in  h is designation of the L ives of the Poets as 
"perhaps [the g re a te s t body of c r itic a l opinion] in  the English language. 
Although he is  w illing to concede tha t Johnson's personal feelings had a f­
fected som e of his c r itic a l judgm ents, Smith c le a rly  does not subscribe  
to the c u rre n t view which held Dryden and Pope to  be a rtif ic ia l poets:
Johnson m eant to be scrupulously  judicial; but he 
showed p e rso n al fee lin g s . He disliked the a c r i ­
monious po litics of M ilton, the querulous se n s i­
tiveness of Swift and the tim id foppery of G ray.
This p e rso n al antipathy underlies h is c r itic ism s , 
though i t  is  qualified, a t  tim es, even generous­
ly . . .  . Of Dryden and Pope he w rote in fr ien d ­
ship, and th e re  ex is ts  no finer c ritic ism  of them .
But no c ritic  has been se v e re r  on D ryden 's neg li­
gences, o r  spoken m ore ru th le ss ly  of the E ssay  
on M an. 37
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The m o st rem arkab le  a sp ec t of Sm ith 's e ssa y , how ever, is  i ts  lack  
of apprehension about Johnson's m erits  v is a  vis those of the poets and 
c r itic s  of the following age . In th is re sp ec t, if  R aleigh 's defense of John­
son is  notable fo r its  a ttack  on Romantic c r itic ism , Sm ith 's seem s even 
m ore im p ress iv e  for its  fa ilu re  to recognize Rom antic c ritic ism  as a 
fo rce  capable of jeopardizing Johnson’s place in  c r it ic ism 's  ha ll of fam e.
At f i r s t  g lance, of cou rse , Smith seem s to  join hands with those w r ite rs  
re fe r re d  to e a r l ie r  who w ere  beginning to depict Johnson a s  a rebellious 
p re c u rso r  of Rom anticism ; he notes that when the F rench Rom antics of 
the next generation se t out to justify  an appeal from  c ritic ism  to nature they 
"found th e ir  case stated  in  [Johnson'sJ p reface , and they did not b e tte r  what 
they borrow ed. "3® M ore suggestively, he challenges the hoary  nineteenth 
century  com plaint that Johnson had "judged by a  rigo rous code of c ritic ism . 
But i t  is  p rec ise ly  because of the carefu l d istinction  he m akes between 
Johnson's flexibility  and the advancing tide of R om anticism  th a t Smith 
transcends the p revailing  assum ptions of the ea rly  tw entieth century  and 
e a rn s  h im self a place alongside T . S. E liot a s  one of the two re a lly  effective 
defenders of Johnson's c ritic ism  to be found in  the period  under considera­
tion . With form idable independence of m ind, Smith m akes h is position 
c le a r  in h is  rem a rk s  on Johnson’s trea tm en t of Lycidas:
[JohnsonJ gave h is reaso n s — the a rtif ic ia lity  of 
the p a sto ra l convention, the confusion of the a lle ­
gory with ac tual fact and sacred  tru th , and the
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absence of the  feeling  of r e a l  so rro w . But there  is  the  
fu rth e r explanation  th a t he w as opposed to  som e r e ­
cent tendencies in  E nglish  p o e try . T hat he had m ore  
than  L ycidas in  h is  m ind is  shown by the  em phasis of 
h is s ta tem en t. The sam e ideas re a p p e a r  in his c r i t i ­
c ism  of Collins and G ray . . . .  In c ritic iz in g  L ycidas, 
he had in  m ind h is own co n tem p o ra rie s . When the new 
tendencies had  p rev a iled , he w as sa id  to have judged 
by a  r ig o ro u s  code of c r i t ic ism . T his code would 
have been d ifficu lt to reco n c ile  w ith the p reface  to h is  
edition of Shakespeare; w ith the p ra is e  given by him 
to  H om er's  h e ro e s , th a t they  a re  not d esc rib ed  but 
develop th em se lv es; w ith h is  sta tem en t tha t " re a l 
c r itic ism "  shows "the beauty  of thought a s  form ed 
on the w orkings of the hum an h e a rt" ; and with h is 
condem nation of "the cant of those who judge by 
p rin c ip le s  r a th e r  than p e rcep tio n .
O liver E lton 's  app roach  to Johnson som e fifteen  y e a rs  la te r  o ffers
an  in te re s tin g  c o n tra s t, to say  the le a s t .  M otivated by a d e s ire  to  illu s tra te
the "w ealth and v a rie ty "  of E nglish  l i te ra tu re  in  the  m iddle eighteenth
century  and c lea rly  d e te rm ined  to  do Johnson ju s tic e , Elton i s  n e v e rth e le ss
handicapped in  h is ta sk  by the fac t tha t he sees a b e tte r  age com ing and
reco g n izes one of i ts  signs to be "the underm ining  of Johnson 's c r it ic a l
a u th o rity . He is  specifica lly  troub led  by Johnson 's h a rsh n e ss  to such
Rom antic h a rb in g e rs  a s  Collins and Gray:
[Johns on J d is lik ed  th is  and that; he d is lik ed  p ie c e ­
m eal; but he w as only h a lf aw are  th a t he w as 
opposing a  m ovem ent, "through c re ek s  and in le ts  
m ak in g ."  H is tendency w as to  re g a rd  "ode, and 
elegy, and sonnet" a s  in  the n a tu re  of freak s  and 
a b e rra tio n s  - -  p e rh ap s degenera tions . We m ay, 
indeed, a sk  o u rse lv es  w hether i t  is  p o ss ib le  fo r 
a  c r it ic  to  go fu r th e r  w rong  than  to confound 
b ir th  w ith de c a y . ̂ 2
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D espite Ms re se rv a tio n s , E lton is  no le s s  convinced than  D. Nichol 
Smith of the fac t th a t, of the th re e  c r i t ic s  m ost frequently  c ited  in  va rio ru m  
editions of Shakespeare - -  Johnson, C oleridge, and Goethe — "it i s  Johnson
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who often p ie rc e s  to the sense  of a p a ssa g e . ^ In addition , he i s  w illing 
to designate  the L ives of the Poets a s  "an  am ple re c o rd "  of a "g rea t school, 
o r  trad itio n  - -  m ade by one of i ts  m a s te r s ,  ” and he c ite s  Johnson’s d is ­
cussion  of Dryden and Pope, whom he likew ise does not take to be p ro se  
w r i te r s  only, a s  the definitive e s tim a te  of th e ir  a c h ie v e m e n t .^  Yet i t  is  
c le a r  th a t th e re  a re  g re a te r  schools and g re a te r  poe ts  in  E lto n 's  m ind, fo r 
in  the fina l an a ly sis  h is  defense of Johnson 's c r it ic ism  r e s t s  on the  p ropo­
sition  th a t "we a re  alw ays com ing in  Johnson upon som ething deeper than 
Ms o rd in ary  code . "45 Unlike Sm ith, th e re fo re , E lton does not d ea l w ith 
Johnson a s  a  g rea t c r i t ic  but a s  "a  tru ly  g re a t c r i t ic  in  M s own lin e , "46 
and the sign ifican t qualification  obviously stem s fro m  M s susp ic ion  th a t, 
how ever ad m irab le  he had  been in  m o s t re s p e c ts , Johnson m ust be dealt 
w ith a s  an  enem y of p ro g re s s .  A s a  re s u lt ,  E lto n 's  d iscu ssio n , desp ite  
M s p ro te s ts  to  the c o n tra ry , tends to  confine Johnson to  M s age r a th e r  than  
lift Mm out of it:
[Wje m u st reck o n  w ith the g en era l fact th a t John­
son . . .  a s  a  c r itic  looked backw ards ra th e r  
than fo rw a rd s . He had ag a in st him  not only the 
p o e try  of the fu tu re  but som e of the b e s t of M s 
own day. . . . But v e ry  few c r i t i c s , how ever 
exce llen t, have a lso  been p ro p h e ts . And John­
son , once m o re , c la im s deep re g a rd , npt only
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on the h is to r ic  e s tim a te , but in  Ms own r ig h t. G ray, 
w ith M s n ic e r  and r a r e r  judgm ent, and M s tru e  fe e l­
ing fo r the G reek  s p ir i t ,  y e t left only no tes and r e ­
m a rk s , no so lid  c r i t ic a l  ed ifice like the L ives of the 
Poets; and a s  we look back p a s t  Coleridge tow ards 
Dryden, i t  i s  Johnson who stands betw een. We a re  
now, p resum ab ly , im m une from  his e r r o r s ,  and 
possib ly  a lso  from  Ms good s e n s e . 47
L ouis Cazam ian is  ano ther d istingu ished  l i te ra ry  M sto rian  of the
sam e e ra  who c lea rly  a ssu m es th a t i t  i s  n e c e ssa ry  to probe beneath  the
su rface  of Johnson 's o rd in ary  code if  one is  to find any ju stifica tion  for
calling  Mm a  g re a t c r i t ic .  No le s s  conscious than  E lton of the fac t that
"[Johnson 'sj judgm ent of G ray and Collins is  lack ing  in  k ind liness [and
th a tj A tM ck v e il h ides the fu ture from  Ms g a z e , conceals the com ing of
R om anticism , Cazam ian i s  p e rh ap s  le s s  inclined  than  E lton to  hold
Johnson p e rso n a lly  cu lpab le . But th e re  is  obviously no doubt in  M s m ind
that the tra n s itio n  from  N eoclassic ism  to R om anticism  re p re s e n ts  p ro g re s s ,
and tha t any re a rg u a rd  figure  m u st be view ed w ith suspicion:
A p e rso n a l au tho rity  on l i te ra tu re  and m an n e rs , a 
c r it ic  of standing, he con tribu tes in  m aintaining 
o rd e r  and s tab ility  through a  p e riod  th a t is  s e c re t­
ly  in  the th ro e s  of a v a s t tra n s itio n  a lre ad y  begun.
His d e c ree s  m ain tain  and ju stify  the valuations of 
the p a s t . . . he i s  th e re fo re  a re fo rm e r  in  no th­
in g . Did he r e ta rd  the evolution of l i te ra tu re ?
One cannot positive ly  say so . The fo rc e s  wMch 
a re  holding i t  back a t  tM s tim e  a re  g re a te r  than 
the individuals them se lv es; in the conservative  
quality  of M s m o ra l and m id d le -c la ss  in s tin c t,
Johnson is  a  p roduct ju s t  a s  m uch a s  he i s  a 
c a u s e .49
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In o rd e r to ju s tify  calling Johnson a g rea t c r i t ic ,  Cazam ian em ploys
a s tra ta g em  which is  c h a ra c te r is tic  of the tw entieth  century; he sim ply
a rg u es th a t the conscious judgm ents of Johnson the N eoclassica l c r i t ic  of
Shakespeare a re  a t  le a s t  p a rtia lly  redeem ed  by the unconscious in tu itions
of Johnson the R om antic c ritic :
In the background of his id e a s , one p e rc e iv e s  a 
se c re t la ss itu d e  of a r t is t ic  sensib ility , the  need 
fo r a v a s t and un iversa l renovation . . . .  It is  
in ra th e r  an  envious tone th a t he speaks of the 
ages of youthfulness and fre sh n ess , when the 
substance of l ite ra tu re  i s  new , when i t  liv e s  upon 
pure  o b serva tion , and owes nothing yet to  books; 
when fu r th e r  the laborious d issec tion  of th e  human 
h eart has no t destroyed  the  f i r s t  bloom of em o­
tio n s . In th is  High P r ie s t  of the c la ss ic a l faith and 
of a  ra tio n a l a r t ,  su re  signs evidence a yearn ing  
fo r ano ther a r t ,  fo r ano ther psychological tone; in 
h is subconscious m ind, he sh a re s  in  the  m en tal 
change tak in g  place am ong h is c o n te m p o ra r ie s .50
Since the L ives o f the Poets fo r  the  m ost p a r t  d ea l with le s s  p ro m is ­
ing  m a te r ia l  than the ed ition  of Shakespeare, C azam ian acknowledges tha t 
Johnson’s " se c re t m ovem ent . . . tow ard  the fu tu re"  i s  le s s  obvious in  
th is w ork; even h e re , how ever, i t  is  th e  unconscious Romantic r a th e r  than 
the conscious C la s s ic is t who is  seen  to  trium ph . Indeed, Cazam ian can 
account fo r  the e ffec tiveness of Johnson 's c ritic ism  of N eoclassical p oe try  
in  no o th er way;
No doubt, he  a ttaches e s se n tia l  im portance  to con­
struc tion  , to  harm ony of to n e , to t r a n s it io n s , to a ll 
the technique of c la ss ic ism ; but the su re n e s s  of his 
ta s te  i s  m ade up of an a c c u ra te  sense of o th er and
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m ore  subtle e lem en ts; beside the fixed and certain, 
qu a litie s , w hich answ er to h is p r im a ry  ex igencies, 
he leaves a  p lace  to the ch arm , the evocative pow er, 
the m usic , the p u re  beauty of the v e rse  o r of the 
im ag e . We find h e re  in s tan ces  of c h a rac te riza tio n  
too exact, too d e lica te ly  shaded, not to have been 
suggested by a  c rea tiv e  in tu ition . This faculty , 
which m akes Johnson a g re a t c r i t ic ,  has i t s  lim its ; 
h is  to le rance  stops a t  c e rta in  audac ities tha t a re  
too new fo r h im , w hile Ms ta s te  is  offended by 
c e r ta in  innovations th a t a re  too p e rso n a l. . . .
But he has given m ore  solid  re a l i ty  to the c la s s ic a l 
sca le  of m e r i t s , because  he h as founded i t  in  the 
fu ll percep tion  of sp ir itu a l e n e rg ie s .51
Of an  in te re s t  equal to  the  e ffo rts  of Elton and C azam ian to get 
around the idea  tha t Johnson had been an enem y of p ro g re s s  a re  those of 
Percy Hazen Houston and Joseph E pes Brown to  p re se n t Johnson to the 
tw entieth  cen tu ry  a s  an exem pla r of enlightened c o n se rv a tism . Both w r i te r s  
a re  handicapped by th e ir  inab ility  to believe tha t th e re  had been anything 
w orthy of conservation  in  Johnson 's c r it ic a l trad itio n , and a s  a  re s u lt  each 
w r ite r  tends to underm ine Ms th e s is  with ev e ry  point he sc o re s  in  M s d is ­
cussion . The f i r s t  of these  s tu d ies , H ouston 's D r. Johnson, a  Study in  
E ighteenth  C entury H um anism , has been aptly  designated  by Jam es L . 
C lifford a s  "a  tran s itio n a l w ork  . . . [wMch i s j  not wholly sa tis fac to ry  as 
an ana ly sis  of Johnson 's thought. I t is  a lso  a fasc ina ting  book, how ever, 
owing to the exam ple it  p rov ides of the r a th e r  sp ec tacu la r r e s u l ts  wMch 
can ensue w hen a sch o la r a ttem p ts  to catch a new tra p e z e  w ithout re lin q u ish ­
ing Ms g ra sp  on the o ld . Obviously in  the sway of the N eo-H um anism  of
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Irv ing  Babbitt, to whom the book is  dedicated, Houston observes that John­
son the hum anist is  not so widely recognized as Burke and s ta te s  that his 
intention is  to elevate Johnson to Burke's level, to  depict him  a s  "the la s t  
in  the succession  of g rea t hum anists befo re  the Romantic upheaval, which 
he foreshadow ed and strove to m ee t. The value of h is study, he sug­
g ests  in h is conclusion, lie s  in  the fact tha t our age, like that of Johnson 
and Burke, is  b ese t by ra d ic a l innovation:
We a re  living in  a  tim e curiously  p a ra lle l in 
m any of its  a sp ec ts  to  the la t te r  y e a rs  of the 
eighteenth century , and we can lea rn  much from  
a study of a  g rea t personality  in  its  reac tion  
from  the c u rren t philosophy of the day. The 
various fo rm s of n a tu ra lis tic  revo lt - -  l i te ra ry , 
educational, and social — a re  now, a s  then, 
upperm ost in  our consciousness, and w hatever 
w isdom  the o lder hum anists m ay offer us out of 
th e ir  experience should be w elcom e. To show 
th a t D r. Johnson is  not the le a s t of these  has 
been  the purpose of th is study. ^
U nfortunately, how ever, Houston’s book is  devoted a lm ost exclu ­
sively to Johnson's c ritic ism , and in  th is  a re a  of h is ac tiv itie s  Johnson the 
exem plary  defender of inherited  trad itio n a l values is  seen to display w is­
dom only on those occasions when he re b e ls  against h is c r it ic a l  trad itio n . 
Specifically, Houston lauds him fo r re jec tin g  the concept of im itating  the 
c la ss ic s : "Johnson, in the name of tru th  and na tu re , broke with neo­
c la ss ica l im itation , m aking in th is d irec tion , I think, his m ost im portan t 
contribution to the p ro g re ss  of c ritic ism . " A ccordingly, Johnson is  r e ­
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fe rre d  to throughout as a  "curiously  tran s itio n a l figure, ” o r  one who "was 
constantly r is in g  above the lim itations of a vicious school of l i te ra tu re .
Houston attem pts to  paper over the g laring  conflict in  h is discus - 
sion by conceding that Johnson does not qualify as a true  hum anist, one 
whom Houston describes a s  "the c ritic a l in q u ire r into the to ta l experience 
of mankind as a  sane and reasonable  guide to the p r e s e n t . N e i t h e r  
Burke nor Johnson quite f its  in to  this definition in  H ouston's view owing to 
what he calls th e ir  " to ry ism " — th e ir  inclination to accep t trad ition  un­
c ritic a lly  sim ply because i t  is  trad ition . M ore specifically , Johnson fa ils  
to qualify because of his la rg e ly  unquestioning acceptance of the vicious 
doctrine of N eoclassic ism , which Houston — employing a  Carlylean 
d istinction  between the institu tion  and its  sp iritu a l essence  — describes 
as "the ancient hum anism  codified and conventionalized and made form al 
within the narrow  bounds of a r t .  Houston w arns tha t such fo rm aliza ­
tion m ust always have d isa s tro u s  consequences fo r poetry  and c ritic ism :
[AJ certa in  d ry  ra tionalism  is  a lm ost su re  to take 
the place of a  tru ly  im aginative approach ju s t a s  
soon as the underlying p rinc ip les  fo r which the 
hum anist is  search in g  becom e a  set of ex ternal 
ru le s . And Johnson, child of his age, and en ­
dowed with none too poetical a  m ind, was never 
wholly free  from  th is n eo -c la ss ica l t a i n t .  58
The roo t of Houston’s d ifficu lties is ,  of co u rse , h is unshakable conviction 
that the eighteenth century  is  an age without poe try . Like Elton and Caza­
m ian , Houston m akes i t  painfully  c le a r that he believes a  b e tte r  age to be
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coming, an age tha t w ill provide c ritic ism  fa r  su p erio r to anything to be
found in  Johnson:
It hard ly  needs re m a rk  . . . that a m an living in  
an age before the rev iva l of the rom an tic  in te re s t 
in  the subjective side of c ritic ism  could sca rce ly  
a tta in  any of that intim acy and delicacy and fine 
shading c h a ra c te ris tic  of m any n ineteen th-cen tury
c ritic s  .59
N evertheless, Houston clings tenaciously  to h is th e s is  that Johnson, 
the c ritic  who w as constantly r is in g  above a  vicious school of l i te ra tu re , 
p rovides a salubrious exam ple to the tw entieth century  owing to h is r e ­
sistance  to m any of the tendencies which w ere c learly  leading tow ard the 
Rom anticism  which Houston so  evidently ad m ires  and com pared to  which 
he finds JohnsonTs own c ritic a l trad itio n  to be so barren :
[E jveryw here he found a loosening of the bonds of 
the ancien t discipline which had kept m en within 
the lim its  of o rd e r  and decency. The new a b so rp ­
tion in  individual sen sib ilitie s  found th ere fo re  an 
a rch  enem y in Johnson’s o ft-repea ted  em phasis 
upon g en era l hum an na tu re  a s  the only p ro p er 
study of m an. These phases of thought, so 
foreign to h is own thinking, appeared  to h is r o ­
bust m ind a s  but exam ples of the genera l m oral 
weakening he saw a ll  about h im . O ssian, the 
rev iva l of ballad  l ite ra tu re , the odes of G ray, 
the sentim ental philosophy of Shaftesbury and 
R ousseau, w ere a l l  in  his opinion in sp ired  by the 
sam e sea rch  fo r novelty that had broken down the 
trad itiona l id ea ls , and seem ed now about to se t up 
new and false  gods. However single exam ples of 
th is lite ra tu re  m ight gain som ething like p ra is e , 
a s  in  the case  of R ichardson, as signs of m oral 
and in te llectual decadence they ought, in  his 
opinion, to  rece ive  unsparing  condemnation from
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a ll upholders of the  trad itio n a l fa ith . T h is b ias 
away from  ev ery  phase of the sen tim en ta l approach 
to  life  finds i ts  ro o ts , i t  need h ard ly  be sa id , in  h is 
s ta lw art h um an ism . 60
A som ew hat le s s  ob trusive  but s im ila r  conflict is  found in  the 
in troduction  to  Joseph Epes Brow n's The C ritic a l Opinions of Sam uel John­
so n , a  sy stem atic  com pilation of Johnson 's c r it ic a l  u tte ra n c e s  which con­
tinues to be u se fu l. Like Houston, Brown approvingly dep ic ts Johnson a s  a 
c r i t ic  in  reb e llio n  against c e r ta in  a sp ec ts  of h is own trad itio n . Because 
Johnson re je c te d  w hat the au tho r a ssu m es to have been  the cen tra l doctrine  
of N eo c lass ic ism , blind re s p e c t  fo r au th o rity , Brown designates Mm as 
"an im portan t m otive fo rce  behind the tid a l wave of re v o lt wMch w as 
eventually  to  engulf tM s outworn c re e d ."61 At the sam e tim e , how ever, 
Brown concedes th a t m uch of Johnson 's value a s  a c r i t ic  s tem s from  his 
life -lo n g  p ra c tic e  of "looking backw ard to  th e  e te rn a l san ities  of tru e  
h u m an ism . "62 gut Brown m anages to give the obvious conflict a  w ider 
b e rth  than Houston had been  able to do . In  the f i r s t  p la c e , he in s is ts  tha t 
M s study " is  em phatically  no a ttem pt to  m ake an  inc ip ien t ro m a n tic is t out
C . O
of Johnson except in  [the j negative a sp ec t of re v o lt. " In the second p lace , 
and m ore  to the po in t, he does not re p re s e n t  Johnson a s  a  cosm ic hum anist 
r e s is t in g  uM versa l m o ra l decay . In stead , he o ffers  him  m ere ly  as a  h e lp ­
ful fo il to the poe tic  e x c e sse s  wM ch, in  M s view , m u st inevitably  accom pany 
g re a t revo lu tions in  ta s te :
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In m any ways the second half of the eighteenth 
century rem inds one of our p resen t age. 'Ihe r e ­
action from  n eo -c lassic ism  saw excesses of taste  
and feeling roughly com parable to  our p resen t r e ­
volt from  the re p re ss io n s  of the V ictorian age. . . .
To those, w hether of p a s t o r  p resen t, who waive 
aside the r ic h  s to re s  of the ages, and m istake 
o rig inality  and identify success with e x cess , John­
son has m uch to say of co rrec tive  v a lu e .64
Unfortunately fo r Johnson's reputation  as a c r it ic , how ever, Brown 
m akes it  amply c le a r  that, in his opinion, i t  is  not only excess of tas te  
which lie s  outside Johnson's sphere of to le rance , but a ll  that is  m ost m ean­
ingful in  poetry  as w ell; and the language which he u ses  to d iscuss Johnson's 
alleged lim ita tions, like tha t of som e noted e a r l ie r ,  seem s m ore congenial 
to the early  nineteenth than to the e a r ly  twentieth cen tu ry . Although he 
s tre s s e s  his conviction tha t Johnson's insistence on m aking the "Suprem e 
Court of L ite ra ry  Judicature . . . life  itse lf  or 'n a tu re '"  is  a vast im ­
provem ent over the " 'b lind  re v e re n c e ’ fo r antiquity" which he believed to 
be the m ajo r p rem ise  of N eoclassical c ritic ism , 65 Brown neverthe less 
concludes that Johnson’s c ritic ism  is  s t ill  fa r too narrow  owing to the 
fac t tha t "he tended to  identify his own somewhat lim ited  ta s te s  with the 
one unalterable standard  of tru th  to  human n a tu re” :66
Johnson's c ritic ism  springs out of h is own out­
look on life . Everyw here we tu rn , we a re  m et by 
the g rea t C hristian  m o ra lis t . On the whole th is 
influence was narrow ing, pointing away from  
catholicity of ta s te  and a to le rance  em bracing  the 
fact that tru th  (in Lord M orley 's w ords) "dwells 
in  d iv ers  m ansions and w ears  v es tu res  of m any 
co lo u rs , and speaking strange tongues. "6?
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As proof of the C hristian  m o ra l is t 's  inab ility  to cope w ith the h ighest flights
of p o e try , Brown c ites  Johnson 's c ritiq u es on The Bard and Lycidas:
Obviously p o e try 's  wings a re  s tra it ly  clipped . . . .
The fau lt lie s  in  a too l i te ra l  in te rp re ta tio n  of te rm s .
[JohnsonJ fa iled  to d istinguish  betw een m o ra lity  and 
m e re  d id ac tic ism . The w orld  has but too often been 
loath  to  acco rd  to  beauty and the soarings of the hu ­
m an s p ir i t  the odour of san c tity . 68
The foregoing  re m a rk s  leave little  doubt, of co u rse , th a t Brown i s  a t  one
with the m a jo rity  of n ineteenth  cen tury  c r i t ic s  in  p lac ing  the u ltim ate
rea c h e s  of poetry  beyond Johnson 's g rasp ; but he m akes th is  point even
m ore  exp lic itly  la te r  on in  a  s ta tem ent which seem s cu riously  indebted
to  both K eats and A ris to tle :
In  sh o rt, the conception of p o e try  a s  a  ch ario t 
w h irling  us heavenw ard in  g lo ry  above the com ­
m onplaces of daily  life , w as not h is . Nor did one 
em otionally  so re tic e n t choose to  re g a rd  i t  a s  a 
c a th a rs is  fo r the em otional life of the  poet and 
h is c irc le  of r e a d e r s . 69
Although Brown’s prodig ious lab o r in  com piling Johnson 's c r i t ic a l  
sta tem en ts p robably  constitu tes a m o re  eloquent a rgum en t in  behalf of 
Johnson 's value a s  a c r itic  than  th a t which is  se t fo rth  in  h is book, i t  m ust 
be recogn ized  th a t, in  the in troduction , Brown does not re a lly  g ran t Johnson 
a significantly  h igher p lace a s  a  c ritic  than  m o st n ineteenth  century  com ­
m en ta to rs  would have been w illing  to  allow him :
[Johnson* s j  m ethod m ay produce sound c rit ic ism  when 
the subject fa lls  w ith in  the range of the c r i t ic 's  own 
ap p rec ia tio n . In the case  of Johnson i t  did produce a
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m agnificent body of c ritic ism  of perm anent va lue .
Such a re  his lives of Pope and Dryden, h is Shake­
spearean  preface (in p a rt) , and tha t splendid piece 
of p ioneer w ork on the m etaphysical p o e ts , the 
L ife of Cowley. H ere was m a te ria l suited to his 
own p a rticu la r  gen ius. ?0
Although adm ittedly the re fe ren ce  to "a m agnificent body of c ritic ism  of 
perm anent value" does seem  to  s tr ik e  a new note, it  should be reca lled  that 
M acaulay had not hesitated  to acknowledge the excellence of Johnson's c r i t i ­
c ism  of P o p e , a n d  that even Thom as Sergeant P e rry  had been w illing to 
concede tha t (in p a rt)  the Preface to  Shakespeare had been serv iceab le  to 
le t te rs  As fo r the d iscussion  of m etaphysical poetry  in  the Life of 
Cowley, H azlitt, as we noted e a r l ie r ,  had rem ark ed  that i t  was a ta sk  "for 
which D r. Johnson's pow ers both of thought and expression  w ere b e tte r  fitted 
than any o ther m a n 's . 3 That Brown and these nineteenth century  w rite rs  
ag ree on the subject of Johnson’s strong  points is  le s s  significant, of 
cou rse , than the fact that he does not deviate from  them  noticeably on the 
sco re  of Johnson's supposed g rea t debilita ting w eakness as a c r i t ic . It 
seem s c lea r th a t Brown would be no le s s  w illing than Macaulay o r P e rry  
to  subscribe to the qualification which H azlitt appended to  the sta tem ent 
ju s t quoted:
If he had had the sam e capacity  of following the 
flights of a tru ly  poetic im agination, o r  fo r fe e l­
ing  the finer touches of n a tu re , that he had felicity  
and force in  detecting and exposing the aberra tions 
from  the broad and beaten path of p ro p rie ty  and 
common sense , [JohnsonJ would have am ply de-
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served  the reputation  he has acquired  a s  a ph ilo ­
sophical c r it ic . 74
To he su re , Brown does depart from  trad ition  in  a sse r tin g  Johnson’s 
usefu lness a s  a co rrec tive  against ex cesses  of poetic  ta s te , but the idea 
that poe try  and c ritic ism  had found th e ir  highest perfection  in  the achieve­
m ent of the English Rom antics is  apparently  so deeply ingrained  in his mind 
tha t he cannot cling to  even th is lim ited  th es is  throughout. In the end, 
he explains tha t the ex cesses  of Johnson's day had, a fte r a ll ,  been a p a rt 
of that ag e 's  "genera l reac tion  from  arid ity  of so u l," and that, in  re tro sp e c t, 
Johnson's opposition thus could not be reg a rd ed  w ith w hole-hearted  a d m ira ­
tion:
These ea rly  m anifestations of the rom an tic  tem p er, 
w hether in poe try  or fiction , inclined tow ard a f­
fectation, obscurity , law lessn ess , excess of fee l­
ing and en thusiasm . As such they w ere  anathem a 
to Johnson — often not without good reaso n , one 
m ight add. T heir ultim ate value as d isso lvents of 
a fa lse  c la ss ic ism  and a s  experim ents in new fields,
Johnson failed  to s e e .75
It should be em phasized a t th is point tha t the foregoing d iscussion 
has not been m otivated by a d e s ire  to m ake m ock of the sch o lars  cited  but 
ra th e r  by a  d e s ire  to  support the contention m ade e a r l ie r  in  th is chapter 
th a t the achievem ent of the Rom antics seem s to have constituted a  m ore 
efficient b a r r ie r  to  w rite rs  on Johnson's c ritic ism  in the nineteen-tw enties 
and th ir tie s  than i t  had done fo r th e ir  coun terparts in the y ears  between 
1850 and 1910. G enerally  speaking, m ost of the defenders of Johnson's
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c r i t ic is m  'whom w e encountered, in  the p reced in g  ch ap te r in s is te d , a lb e it  
so m e tim es  w ith g ra v e  re s e rv a tio n s , th a t Johnson m e r ite d  a  p lace  w ith  the 
g re a te s t  c r i t ic s ,  and  v ir tu a lly  a l l  of them  s tr e s s e d  the id ea  th a t M s c r i t i ­
c ism  had a  c le a r  and  live ly  re le v a n c e  to the  m o d ern  w o rld  of l e t t e r s .  The 
w r i te r s  whom  we have ju s t co n sid ered  a re  obviously  w illing  to se ttle  fo r  
a  le s s  ex a lted  s ta tu s  fo r  th e ir  su b jec t and a r e  m o re  d isposed  to  l im it the 
v a lid ity  and u se fu ln ess  of M s c r i t ic is m  to  i ts  M s to r ic a l con tex t. Above 
a l l ,  th ey  seem  fa r  m o re  r e s t r ic te d  than th e ir  p re d e c e s s o rs  had been  by 
the notion  th a t Johnson 's  ro le  in  the tra n s itio n  fro m  C la ss ic  to  R om antic 
va lues in  l i te ra tu re  had  to be a  p r im a ry  co n sid era tio n  in  any e s tim a te  of 
M s im p o rtan ce  a s  a  c r i t ic .
C lea rly , how ever, th e re  w as no w id esp read  a g re em e n t a t the 
tim e  - - a s  indeed  th e re  is  p ro b ab ly  no w id esp read  a g re em e n t now7^ - -  
a s  to  p re c is e ly  w h e re  Johnson did stand  in  th a t tra n s it io n , and m o st r e a d e r s  
w ill r e c a l l  th a t c e r ta in  of Joseph E pes B row n's m o st b a s ic  a ssu m p tio n s 
about Johnson 's ro le  found c h a lle n g e rs . R . S. C rane , fo r  exam ple , ob ­
se rv e d  in  a  rev iew  a r t ic le  th a t
the d is tingu ish ing  fe a tu re  of n e o -c la s s ic is m  a s  i t  
a p p e a rs  in  a ll  i t s  m o s t in flu en tia l spokesm en  fro m  
Boileau to  Pope w as n o t, a s  M r . Brown th in k s , " its  
concept o f a u th o rity , "  bu t p re c is e ly  th a t ap p ea l to 
"N a tu re "  . . . fo r  wM ch Johnson stood . . . . The 
only d iffe ren c e , in  fa c t, th a t we can  see  betw een  
Johnson and the c r i t ic s  who a re  g en era lly  r e c o g ­
n ized  a s  orthodox n e o -c la s s ic is ts  i s  th a t he p e r ­
haps w en t f a r th e r  th an  som e of them  did in
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distinguishing between the genuine "law s of n a ­
tu re "  and the "accidental p resc rip tio n s of au th o ri­
ty . " But th is , if  tru e , am ounts to no m ore than a  
d ifference of degree; that th e re  w ere  ru le s  . . . 
to which poets m ust conform , [Johnson} never once 
questioned. And th a t, a f te r  a ll , is  the e ssen tia l 
po in t. 77
M ore to ou r purpose, pe rhaps, Irv ing  Babbitt argued that Johnson’s 
negative attitude tow ard  the im agination precluded h is being num bered not 
only among the re b e ls  against N eoclassic ism  but am ong the g rea t c ritic s  
as w e ll. His re m a rk s  apparently  prom pted s im ila r  d iscussions of Johnson 
and the im agination by Stuart G erry  Brown and R. D. Havens. P rio r to 
tu rn ing  to  these w r i te r s ,  how ever, we should give som e notice to one 
additional e ffo rt of the period  to p re sen t Johnson to the unsettled  m asse s  
of the twentieth century  as a  paradigm  of enlightened co n serv a tism . W rit­
ing in  The Bookman in  1930, A lfred Noyes m aintained that "orig inality  is  
fundam entally incom patible w ith m ere  novelty [fo rj there  is  no growth w ith­
out ro o ts , and the ro o ts  ru n  back through the a g e s . "78 Unlike the g rea t 
m ajo rity  of m en in  h is age and our own, Johnson had, in  N oyes' view, 
been in  touch w ith those ro o ts . In support of th is  contention, Noyes pointed 
to Johnson’s d iscussion  of m etaphysical p oe try  in  the l i f e  of Cowley. Of 
Johnson's rem a rk  tha t the thoughts of the m etaphysicals "a re  not obvious, 
but n e ither a re  they just; and the re a d e r , fa r  from  wondering that he 
m isse d  them , w onders m ore frequently  by what p e rv e rse n e ss  of industry  
they w ere  found, " Noyes has th is to  say:
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F a r  from  w ondering th a t he m isse d  th e m ! This 
g re a t m an , through a ll  the ponderous trapp ings 
of h is age , by dint of sh ee r s in c e rity , was on the 
verge  of a  c r it ic a l  d iscovery  h e re  of the  very  f i r s t  
im portance  — a th eo ry  of a r t  tha t P lato would have 
understood, before  h im ; and W ordsw orth a fte r  him ; 
but v e ry  few o th ers  in  the h is to ry  of lite ra tu re ; a 
theory  th a t fully accounts fo r the d ilem m a in  which 
m odern  c rit ic ism  finds i ts e lf .
R egrettab ly , Noyes does not develop th is  in trigu ing  suggestion, and, unlike 
the o ther w r ite r s  whom we have ju s t looked a t, he i s  not in te re s te d  in  
Johnson 's ro le  a s  a  tra n s itio n a l c r i t ic .  But h is  re fe ren c e  to the "ponderous 
trap p in g s"  of Johnson 's age gives u s a  clue th a t he sh a res  the p reva iling  
assum ptions of the day about the lim ita tions of eighteenth  cen tu ry  c r i t i ­
c ism . He m akes i t  c le a r  a  few p a rag rap h s  fu r th e r  along th a t, like Percy  
Hazen Houston, he a d m ires  Johnson the conserva tive  considerab ly  m ore  
than  he does Johnson the c ritic :
When Johnson p ra is e d  o r  blam ed p a r t ic u la r  poem s 
in  de ta il the p re ju d ices  of his age m ade him  an u n ­
re liab le  judge, e sp ec ia lly  of the technique of v e rs e .
But w henever he w ro te  of genera l p r in c ip le s , his 
own s in c e r ity  led  him  d irec tly  to the h e a r t  of the
m a tte r  .80
Irv ing  Babbitt exam ines the p re ju d ices  of Johnson 's age in  som ewhat 
g re a te r  d e ta il. He iden tifies one of the m ost dom inant of those p re jud ices 
a s  a  congenital d is tru s t  of the concept of the c re a tiv e  im agination and con­
tends th a t the m ajo r im petus of the revo lt ag a in st N eoclassic ism  i s  found 
in  the e ffo rts  of som e eighteenth  cen tury  w r i te r s  to  reh ab ilita te  th a t con­
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cept. Since Johnson had been conspicuously absent from  tha t m ovem ent, 
Babbitt takes exception to Joseph Epes Brown's conclusion that Johnson had 
been an "im portant m otive fo rce" in  underm ining his own tra d itio n . ® It 
should be made c le a r , perhaps, tha t Babbitt, who was not a  notable ad m ire r 
of Rom anticism  in any case , does not argue from  the p rem ise  that the 
English Rom antics had introduced an ultim ate c rite rio n  of excellence into 
the rea lm  of c r i t ic ism . As a m a tte r  of fact, the burden of h is  argum ent 
is  that
[ijf th e re  is  to be any genuine advance in  c r i t i ­
cism  a t the p resen t tim e a f irs t  step would seem  
to be to overcom e the n eo -c lass ic  and rom antic  
opposition between rea so n  and im agination and 
seek to  reco v er the A risto te lian  idea of a co­
operation between the tw o. 82
N evertheless, Babbitt’s m ajor supporting point is  that Johnson's inability
to  understand the im aginative use of fiction had sealed  him  off from  the
ultim ate reaches of a r t ,  and som e of the assum ptions about poetry  and
c ritic ism  which em erge  in  the course  of Ms d iscussion  a re  not noticeably
different from  those of the m ajo rity  of Johnson's nineteenth and ea rly
tw entieth century  c r i t ic s .  F o r instance, Babbitt em ploys a  te lling  point
in  h is rem a rk s  on Johnson's d is tas te  fo r m ythological fiction:
G ranted tha t c la ss ica l fiction had becom e in to l­
erab ly  t r i te  in  the hands of m inor p o e ts , one is  
inclined to ask  w hether Johnson fe lt sufficiently 
how profoundly poetical th is fiction had once been, 
nay, how poetical i t  m ay s till be, if  employed 
im aginatively. We do not think of Mm as s tr iv -
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ing that he m ight
Have sight of Proteus r is in g  from  the sea;
Or h ear old T riton  blow his w reathed h o rn . ̂
Babbitt's observations on Johnson’s attitude tow ard the p asto ra l 
a re  equally freighted w ith conventional Romantic assum ptions about p o e try . 
But they a re  a lso  in te re s tin g  because of the e x tra - li te ra ry  consideration 
which seem s to color Babbitt’s judgm ent. Johnson's critique  of Lycidas 
h as, of cou rse , been dam ned over the years by lite ra lly  hordes of c r i t ic s . 
Babbitt m anages to be conspicuous in  th is m ultitude, how ever, owing to 
the fact tha t he censu res Johnson not only fo r failing  to know that "m an is  
never perhaps m ore spontaneously im aginative than when ye y ields to  h is  
A rcadian long ings," but a lso  fo r failing to w arn against a dangerous in te l­
lectual tren d  which was in  B abbitt's view impinging on the p a s to ra l con­
vention a t the tim e :
The idyllic im agination was assum ing a  new im ­
portance in  the tim e of Johnson a s  a  re s u l t  of its  
association  by Rousseau and other p rim itiv is ts  
with a s ta te  of na tu re  to which m en w ere actually  
invited to re tu rn . M ore o r le ss  innocent illusion 
was thus being converted into dangerous delusion.
D r. Johnson not only failed , a s  i t  seem s to m e, to 
do justice to  the poetry  of p a s to ra l fiction; he also 
failed - -  though, in  view of h is condemnation of 
Rousseau, i t  i s  not possib le  to speak so confidently 
on this poin t - - t o  perceive its  fu ll p e r i l .  ^4
In substance, then, Babbitt's estim ate  of Johnson the c ritic  does not 
deviate rad ica lly  from  the nineteenth century consensus; once again, John­
son is  depicted as a  c r it ic  who, because of a deficiency of im agination, is
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out of touch w ith  the  poe tic  e lem en t in  p o e try . W riting  a  decade la te r ,
S tuart G e rry  Brown finds B abb itt's  th e s is  in  the  m ain  congenial, although 
he no tes th a t the  v e ry  ex is ten ce  of R a sse la s  tends to invalidate  the notion 
th a t Johnson p laced  fic tion  and tru th  in  ab so lu te  opposition . ^  On the  o th e r 
hand, Brown thoroughly  approved  of B abbitt's  opinion th a t w hat Johnson had 
fe a re d  under the  nam e of im ag ina tion  w ould be m o re  p ro p e r ly  ca lled  in  our 
day " re v e ry , w ith  i ts  im p lica tio n s  of e scap e  from  unp leasan t r e a l i t i e s . ”86 
In te rm s  of th is  defin ition , Brown is  even w illing  to  a rg u e  th a t Johnson had 
been  w is e r  to  f e a r  im ag ina tion  than  som e of the R om antics had been to  abandon 
th em se lv e s  to  i t  som e y e a r s  l a t e r . ^  Brown d is tin g u ish es  two add itional 
m eanings of the w o rd , how ever, and m ak e s  i t  c le a r  th a t, in  h is  opinion, 
Johnson 's  in ab ility  to  com prehend  im ag ination  in  the m o re  exalted  of th ese  
two defin itions re n d e re d  h im  incapab le  of d ea lin g  w ith th e  h ighest a ch iev e ­
m en ts  in  p o e try . In the f i r s t  o f the defin itions alluded  to , Brown eq u ates  
im ag ination  w ith  invention , o r  "the com bined facu ltie s  of ob serv a tio n  and 
m em o ry , " and acknow ledges no t only th a t Johnson had re s p e c te d  im a g in a ­
tio n  in  th is  se n se , bu t th a t he had  re g a rd e d  i t  a s  "the m o s t im p o rtan t of a  
p o e t 's  p o sse ss io n s  . . . [the one by w hich j h is  w ork  w ill stand  o r fa l l .
But Brown a rg u e s  th a t th e re  i s  a  h igher m ean ing  of the  w ord  and th a t the  
h ig h e r m eaning re p re s e n ts  a  step  w hich Johnson could no t a tta in  owing to 
the  lim ita tio n s  of h is a g e . W hat he h as in  m ind se em s c lo se  to  the facu lty  
w hich the g re a t R om antics had c e le b ra te d  a s  th e  key to  tra n sc e n d e n ta l 
knowledge:
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Johnson overlooked  s t i l l  an o th e r type of im ag in a ­
tio n  w hich i s  p e rh a p s  the h ighest: the  im ag ination  
w hich se iz e s  upon the a b s tra c tio n s  of re a s o n  and 
im p ro v es upon them , tu rn s  id eas  of the  m ind in to  
id e a ls . I t  i s  th is  high pow er w hich en ab les  the 
g re a te s t  p o e ts  to  p re s e n t  th e ir  c h a ra c te rs  f re e  
fro m  the p e tty  h in d ran ces  and e m b a rra s s m e n ts  
of o rd in a ry  l ife , to  give com ple teness to  th e ir  
hum anity , and fu lln ess  to  th e ir  e x p e rie n c e . As 
A ris to tle  would have sa id , they  a re  seen  not as 
th ey  a r e , but a s  they  ought to  b e .89
In 1943, Raymond D . H avens pub lished  an  e s s a y  e n titled  "Johnson 's 
D is tru s t  of the  Im ag ination" in  w hich he an a ly zes Johnson 's  a ttitu d e  tow ard  
the  im ag ination  in  som ew hat g re a te r  d e ta il . A lthough he r e f e r s  to  n e ith e r  
Babbitt n o r  Brown in  h is  p re fa to ry  r e m a rk s ,  he s ta te s  th a t h is  pu rp o se  is  
to  d e m o n s tra te  th a t "Johnson u s e s  im ag ination  in  m o re  se n se s  than  i s  gen­
e ra l ly  re a liz e d , "9® and goes on to  d is tin g u ish  s ix  of th e se  m ean in g s . 
M o reo v er, he m ain ta in s th a t, in  Johnson 's m o st com plex use  of the  w ord , 
im ag ination  w as the only facu lty  w hich w as thought to  account fo r " those  
cap ric io u s  g ra c e s  of l i te ra tu re  w hich defy a n a ly s is , w hich r i s e  up invo lun­
ta r i ly  in  the m inds of g ifted  p e rs o n s , and w hich (n e ith e r sp ring ing  fro m  
re a so n  n o r  be ing  a d d re sse d  to  i t)  a r e  by no m ean s u n iv e rsa l in  th e ir  
a p p ea l. "91 But a s  h is  t i t le  im p lie s , Havenis’ m a jo r  concern  i s  the fac t 
th a t Johnson could not t r u s t  im ag ination  on any le v e l. In  H avens' opinion, 
im ag ination  in  even i ts  m o s t a ttra c tiv e  sen se  re m a in e d  fo r  Johnson a  law ­
le s s  facu lty  ak in  to  d a y -d re am in g  — a  facu lty  w hich  thus could not be 
tru s te d  to  se rv e  conventional m o ra lity , and  H avens i s  c le a r ly  convinced
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that th is  d is tru s t  of the im agination com pels us to re je c t Johnson as a  r e ­
liable c ritic :
Johnson failed to  re a liz e  that fiction , w hether in  the 
form  of novels o r plays o r poem s, m ay, without 
d irec t m o ra l teaching, y ield c a th a rs is , insight, 
exaltation, v icarious experience, w ider sym pa­
th ies and b e tte r  understanding. Viewing the 
im agination chiefly a s  "a licentious and vagrant 
faculty , unsusceptible of lim ita tio n s , and im ­
patien t of r e s t r a in t ,"  as die fa th e r of day d rea m ­
ing, of ex travagant conceptions, and im possible 
adventures, he w as unable to re a liz e  that i t  m ay 
becom e, alike in  sc ience, in  sta tesm anship , in 
m ilita ry  stra tegy , o r  in a r t  one of the highest 
facu lties of m an. Through i t ,  he would have been 
su rp rise d  to le a rn , we m ay r i s e  from  the p a rtic u ­
la r  to the genera l, from  the tra n s ie n t and the 
tr iv ia l to the perm anent and the un iversa l, from  
m ultip licity  to  unity, from  fiction to tru th . 92
It can be argued, of cou rse , that Babbitt, Brown, and Havens do 
not deal w ith Johnson unsym pathetically; indeed, they a re  w illing to con­
cede that his attitude tow ard the im agination had been m ore  flexible than 
the g rea t Rom antics would have allowed. It is  equally c le a r , however, that 
they continue to be as convinced as the g rea t Rom antics had been that 
d isciplined good sense operating  on the experience of th is w orld can ne ither 
produce no r evaluate the h ighest kind of p o e try , and that Johnson — who 
would scarce ly  allow th a t m ore  m ysterious influences w ere  involved - -  
m ust th e re fo re  be excluded from  the f i r s t  ranks of c r i t ic is m . Im plicit in 
th e ir  d iscussion  is  the sam e conviction which had dom inated the thoughts 
of Elton, Cazamian, Houston, and Joseph Epes Brown — the conviction
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th a t the  R om an tics , th rough  the  efficacy  of the  im ag ination , had slipped  the 
bonds of e a r th  and d isco v ered  (o r in  any even t re d isc o v e re d )  a  d im ension  
of p o e tic  m eaning above and beyond anything d ream ed  of by Johnson and 
m o st of h is  e igh teen th  cen tu ry  co lleag u es . To be s u re , the V ic to rians 
and E dw ardians had sh a red  th is  conviction; but unlike the w r i te r s  ju s t 
nam ed , a  su rp r is in g  num ber of those  who did  had m anaged to  re m a in  su f­
fic ien tly  flex ib le  on the  su b jec t to  a rgue  th a t, even on M s own te rm s ,
Johnson som ehow belonged am ong the g re a te s t  c r i t i c s . A s we have seen , 
such flex ib ility  is  a  r a r e  com m odity am ong w r i te r s  on Johnson in  the 
nine teen -tw en tie s  and tM rtie s .
W ith a l l  the  fo rego ing  considera tions in  m ind, we a re  p e rh ap s  
b e tte r  able to a p p re c ia te  the  sign ificance  of Joseph Wood K ru tch ’s Sam uel 
Johnson, w hich ap p ea red  in  1944. Although K rutch  m od estly  iden tifies  
M m se lf a s  a  n o n sp ec ia lis t w hose in ten tion  is  to  "produce a la rg e  inclusive  
book wM ch w ill se rv e  to  give the g en e ra l r e a d e r  a  runn ing  account of John­
son ’s life , c h a ra c te r ,  and w o rk s a s  they  a p p ea r in  the  lig h t of con tem porary  
knowledge and  co n tem p o ra ry  judgm ent, " m o st Johnson sc h o la rs  today p robab ly  
w ould designate  Sam uel Johnson a s  one of the two o r  th re e  m o st im p o rtan t 
con tribu tions to  m odern  Johnson sch o larsM p . In e s se n c e , K ru tch’s book 
i s  a  study of Johnson 's m ind , and he n a tu ra lly  devotes a  g re a t d ea l of 
a tten tio n  to  the c r i t ic is m . In a s s e s s in g  the c u rre n t low e s ta te  of th a t 
c r i t ic is m , K ru tch  i s  frank ly  su rp r is e d  tha t the Rom antic e s tim a te  should
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have su rv ived  so long in  the decidedly un-Rom an tic  in te llec tual c lim ate  of
the m id-tw entie th  century:
[Johnson's] l i te ra ry  repu ta tion  as a  whole has found 
m ore  and s tro n g e r cham pions in  the la s t  q u a rte r  of 
a  century than  a t any o ther tim e since h is own. But 
th e re  i s  a lso  no doubt tha t the m ost w idely c u rren t 
s te reo ty p es , the m ost u su a l textbook com m onplaces, 
tend to d ism iss  h is c r it ic ism  as  pedantic  and un im agi­
na tive . The g re a t ro m an tic s  of the e a r ly  nineteenth 
century  had , of cou rse , no use fo r h im . They cu lti­
vated m y stica l insigh ts and ro se  to rhapsody . The 
tw entieth cen tury  has often accepted  the ro m an tic s ' 
e s tim ate  of Johnson, while m oving away from  the 
attitude w hich led  diem  to  form ulate  i t . In m any 
re sp e c ts  he i s  actually  c lo se r  to us than  the r o ­
m antics a r e . 93
Although K rutch does not re p re s e n t  Johnson a s  a  c ritic  who is  b e ­
yond re p ro a ch , he does r a th e r  v igorously  b rush  aside  basic  assum ptions 
about p oe try  and c r it ic ism  w hich, a s  we. have seen , had constitu ted  m ajo r 
stum bling blocks fo r w r i te r s  on Johnson in  the n ineteen  tw enties and 
th ir t ie s .  94 As m ight be in fe rre d  from  the quotation ju s t given, the m ost 
s tr ik in g  co n tra s t betw een the e a r l ie r  approach  and tha t of K rutch is  the 
la tter*s dour and unapologetic skep tic ism  about Rom antic c la im s fo r the 
im agination  a s  a  source  of tran scen d en ta l tru th . In  re g a rd  to the im ag ina­
tion , K rutch acknowledges that Johnson had been a  follow er of Hobbes — 
one who believed  tha t "We do not know anything excep t what we have 
lea rn ed  through  ex p erien ce , through v ica rio u s experience , o r through 
logic, "95 and p roceeds to  argue  th a t such a concept, while c le a rly  r e -
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s tr ic tin g  the subject m a tte r  of p o e try  to  the concerns of tills ra th e r  than of
som e o ther w orld , did not n e c e ssa r ily  d isqualify  Johnson from  becom ing as
g re a t a  c r itic  a s  any. Indeed, K rutch  not only m ain tains th a t Johnson's
th is-w o rld ly  conception of the im agination  i s ,  on the whole, a  ra th e r  sane
one, but even goes so f a r  a s  to defend Johnson’s fa ilu re  to m ake a  c le a r-
cut d istinc tion  betw een p oe try  and p ro se :
Johnson did not expect to get from  the poe try  any­
th ing ineffable because  (aside perh ap s from  what 
rev ea led  C hristian ity  p rov ides) he did not suppose 
m an capable of e ith e r  d iscovering  o r  com m unicat­
ing  anything ineffable . He did not expect to find 
anyw here , even in  p o e try , anything which tran scen d s 
com prehension o r even so n early  tran scen d s i t  as 
to be beyond the re a c h  of the sam e ra tio n a l judgm ent 
which is  va lid  in  re la tio n  to a ll  o th er p roducts  of the 
hum an m ind . W hat he did expect w as knowledge of 
and w isdom  concern ing  the c h a ra c te rs  and m anners 
of m en, and in te llig ib le  judgm ents concerning human 
life . He expected to find th is  e x p re ssed  suprem ely  
w ell, but he ce rta in ly  supposed th a t poets would use 
th e ir  w its both in  d iscovering  and in  fo rm ulating  what 
they  had to  say , and i t  i s  unlikely th a t he supposed 
any sharp  line could be draw n betw een p ro se  and 
p o e try  except that line which d istingu ishes the m e tr i ­
cal from  the n o n m etrica l. However little  he would 
have ag reed  w ith M atthew A rnold in  m any of the 
la t te r ’s  p ronouncem ents, he would probably  have 
found h is definition  of p ro se  a s  good w ords in  good 
o rd e r  and h is  defin ition of poe try  a s  the b e s t w ords 
in  the b e s t o rd e r  a s  sa tis fac to ry  a s  any likely  to be 
fo rm ula ted , and he would m ost certa in ly  have ag reed  
w ith M r. T . S. E lio t th a t the m in im al v irtu e s  of good 
poetry  a re  those of good p r o s e . He did not, in  o ther 
w o rd s , believe th a t th e re  was any c le a rly  definable 
and absolute  qualitative d ifference betw een the one 
and the o th er o r tha t anything w hich had no p ro se  m ean ­
ing could possib ly  becom e, by any m agic? good p o e try . 96
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In addition to landing h a rd  on the durable notion that Johnson 's in ­
d ifference tow ard the im agination a s  a  m y ste rio u s source of tru th  m ust 
au tom atica lly  d isqualify  him  a s  a  c r i t ic ,  K rutch a lso  appears to have r e ­
solved — p r im a rily  through the expedient of ignoring i t  - -  the w o rriso m e  
prob lem  of Johnson's ro le  a s  a tran s itio n a l c r i t ic .  On the sco re  of John­
so n 's  position  re la tiv e  to  th a t of the N eoclassica l c r i t ic s  of the e a r ly  
eighteenth century  and the  Rom antic c r it ic s  of the e a rly  nineteenth , K rutch 
seem s to have only one point to m ake - -  th a t Johnson is  one of the few 
c r it ic s  of the p a s t who do not have to kowtow in  e ith e r  d irec tion  in  tim e: 
"One of [Johnson 'sj conscious a im s w as c e rta in ly  th a t of taking lite ra tu re  
out of the hands of the p e d a n ts . Had he been gifted w ith the pow er of 
fo resee in g  the fu ture he would undoubtedly have added another: th a t of 
keeping i t  out of the c lu tches of the ro m an tic s  and the a e s th e te s . "97 
It is  not suggested, to be su re , tha t K rutch single-handedly 
achieved a  com plete and im m ediate turnabout in  the p reva iling  estim ate  
of Johnson 's c r i t ic ism . Johnson had had equally  prom inent defenders in  
the p reced ing  th ir ty  y e a rs  and, a s  K ru tch  h im se lf suggests, the tim e 
sim ply had becom e r ip e  fo r  reva lua tion . Yet K ru tch 's  Samuel Johnson 
does provide us with a  logical stopping point fo r the chap ter, fo r , m ore  
than  any o th er single w ork , i t  seem s to constitu te  a  w atershed  betw een two 
d is tin c t p h ases  of Johnson 's tw entieth  century  repu ta tion . As we shall 
see  in  the following c h ap te rs , Johnson does not lack  form idable a d v e rsa r ie s
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In the post-w ax y e a rs ; indeed, som e of the m ost p rom inent of these  a lread y  
had been heard  from  p r io r  to the publication of K ru tch 's  b iography. But 
these  a re  a d v e rsa r ie s  of a  new b reed , and th e ir  e s tim a te  of Johnson’s 
c ritic ism  s ta r ts  from  assum ptions about poetry  which a re  rad ica lly  d if­
fe ren t from  those a ssa ile d  by K ru tch . The o ld er tw entieth  century  view - -  
the view which tended to pooh-pooh Johnson as an  earthbound and obtuse 
c r i t ic  who w as sign ifican t p r im a rily  because he e ith e r  helped o r h indered  
the onrush  of R om anticism  — fa lls  away d ra s tic a lly  a f te r  W orld W ar H, 
and i t  i s  not to be doubted tha t K ru tch’s book w as a m a jo r fac to r in  i ts  
decline . M oreover, in  defending the leg itim acy of a  c ritic ism  which did 
not recognize a  sep ara te  rea lm  of the aesthe tic  - -  which assum ed , in  fac t, 
th a t "Anyone who has the equipm ent to judge m en and m anners and m o ra ls  
has the equipm ent to  judge l i t e r a tu r e " ^  — K rutch c le a rly  an tic ipates the 
argum ents of Johnson 's m o st fo rce fu l rec en t ad v o ca tes , Jean H agstrum ,
W. R. K east, and W alter Jackson Bate.
But in  sum m ing-up our d iscussion  of Johnson 's repu ta tion  between 
1910 and 1940, i t  should be s tre s s e d  again  that the evidence rev iew ed thus 
fa r  seem s to  do m ore  than m ere ly  docum ent and su sta in  K ru tch 's  opinion 
th a t the Rom antic estim ate  of Johnson’s c ritic ism  continued to hold sway 
un til the e a r ly  n in e tee n -fo rtie s . Such a judgm ent sc a rc e ly  needs support 
in  any event, fo r  no one has e v e r suggested tha t Johnson the c r i t ic  sco red  
significant gains in  ou r tim e p r io r  to  W orld W ar II . N ev erth e less , a s  we
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noted in  Chapter One, v irtua lly  every  m odern w rite r  who has commented 
on the subject p e rs is ts  in dating Johnson's tw entieth century  comeback from  
the appearance in  1910 of S ir W alter Raleigh’s Six E ssays on Johnson. As 
was acknowledged previously , the Six E ssay s on Johnson occupies an 
honored place in  m odern Johnson scholarship  and it  i s  not to be doubted 
tha t, over the long haul, Raleigh has been influential. But the line on 
Johnson's perform ance chart sim ply does not tu rn  upward a fte r  1910. On 
the con tra ry , the thesis  pursued  in  th is and the p reced ing  chapter i s  that 
Johnson the c ritic  has enjoyed not one but two rev iva ls  in  the y ea rs  since 
his death. The f i r s t  is  an adm ittedly faint but unm istakable quickening 
of in te re s t which builds up in  the la s t decades of the nineteenth century , 
reaches i ts  peak  in the f i r s t  decade of the tw entieth, and then p e te rs  out 
ra th e r  suddenly a fte r 1910. The second i s  the fa r  m ore  pronounced r e s u r ­
gence which begins in  the n ineteen -fo rties  and continues under a full head 
of steam  to th is day. Surely i t  shows no d is re sp ec t to S ir W alter Raleigh 
to suggest tha t he seem s to re la te  m ore c lea rly  to the end of the f i r s t  
rev iva l than to the beginning to  the second. If a  single w ork m ust be desig ­
nated as the s ta r tin g  point fo r the m ost rec en t rev iva l of Johnson's c r i t i ­
c ism , K ru tch 's Samuel Johnson would seem  to be, fo r the reaso n s given 
above, a  fa r  m ore logical choice than the Six E ssays on Johnson. Although 
a  num ber of o ther m ajor w r ite rs  w ere involved in  an im portant way in  the 
in itia l stages of th is  second rev iv a l, K ru tch 's  "large and inclusive book"
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n ev erth e less  constitu tes the m ost p rom inent landm ark .
It i s  not im plied , of cou rse , th a t the foregoing d iscussion  has 
yielded findings of ea rth -sh ak in g  im portance . On the other hand, how ever, 
the view of Johnson's n ineteenth  and e a r ly  tw entieth  century  repu ta tion  which 
has been p resen te d  is  one which apparen tly  has not been suggested  befo re . 
A ccordingly , i t  m ay be app rop ria te  to  conclude th is  chap ter w ith one final 
sta tem ent of the basic  case  fo r rev is in g , in  the m anner outlined above, 
som e of ou r basic  assum ptions on th is  s c o re . Quite sim ply, th is  case  
r e s t s  on the fac t that th e re  w as a  fa lling  away a f te r  1910 of the ra th e r  
vigorous m inority  support which a p p ea rs  to have built up fo r Johnson b e ­
tween 1875 and 1910. Although adm itted ly  Johnson w as under heavy fire  
during  the e a r l ie r  p e rio d  he n e v e rth e le ss  c le a rly  e x e rted  som e influence.
In C hapter Two, i t  w ill be rem e m b e red , we encountered a  num ber of 
w r ite r s  who believed, and  who apparen tly  had good re a so n  to believe , tha t 
Johnson w as in  th e ir  day the m o st g en era lly  recogn ized  and in fluential 
c r it ic  in  E nglish  l i te ra tu re .  One o r two of them  w ent so fa r  a s  to  suggest 
th a t Johnson 's v irtu es  in  the re a lm  of the  concrete  so fa r  outweighed any 
defic iencies he m ight have in  the re a lm  of the am orphous that he m ust 
rem a in  a  perm anen t m odel fo r a ll  fu tu re  B ritish  c r i t ic s . Even among 
w r i te r s  who w ere p lain ly  convinced th a t Rom antic id eas had taken p re c e ­
dence we found se v e ra l who apparen tly  could no t stop adm iring  the way 
Johnson's m ind w orked. As a r e s u l t ,  they w ere  notably re lu c ta n t to  d is ­
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pense a ltogether w ith h is c r i t ic ism , even when that c ritic ism  went m o st 
c le a rly  against the Rom antic g ra in . Indeed, a  few of them  w ere  w illing 
to fight a  ra th e r  d esp era te  battle  of paradoxes to  in s is t  th a t Johnson was 
a  c r i t ic  who m ust be studied - -  h e re s ie s  and a ll  - - b y  anyone a sp irin g  to  
a  c r itic a l education. In sh o rt, we surveyed an im p ress iv e  num ber of 
V ictorian  and Edw ardian w r ite r s  who rev ea led , in  one way o r another, 
tha t Johnson the c r i t ic  continued to be an active fo rce  in  th e ir  w orld  of 
l e t t e r s .
But Johnson w as sc a rc e ly  that fo r m o st of the w r ite r s  we have 
touched upon in  th is  ch ap te r. C ontrary  to w hat we have assu m ed , w r ite rs  
on Johnson in  th is  la te r  p e rio d  seem  to have been  even m ore  uniform ly 
d isposed  than th e ir  p re d e c e sso rs  to believe th a t the English Romantic 
c r i t ic s  had sa id  every th ing  tha t needed saying about p o e try . Hence, even 
sym pathetic w r i te r s  tended to see  le s s  significance in  Johnson’s c r it ic a l  
judgm ents than they did in  the question of h is  function in  the h is to ric a l 
p ro c e ss  leading to the c r itic ism  of the following age . As a consequence, 
they  w ere  com pelled to se ttle  fo r  a fa r  le s s  exalted  s ta tu s  fo r th e ir  sub­
jec t than  th a t in s is te d  upon by m ost of his V ictorian  and Edw ardian d e ­
fen d e rs . To be su re , D . Nichol Smith does continue a f te r  1910 to in ­
s is t  on the p rim acy  of Johnson's c r it ic ism . In addition, one of the giants 
of tw entieth  cen tu ry  le t te r s ,  T . S. E lio t, takes up Johnson 's cause in  the 
e a r ly  n in e te e n -th ir tie s . But a s  we shall see in  the chap ters  which follow,
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S m ith 's  influence betw een the W orld W ars se em s to  have been  confined 
la rg e ly  to  S hakespeare  sc h o la rsh ip , and E lio t 's  support does not ap p ea r to 
have bo rne  f ru it  un til a f te r  W orld  W ar I t . T h e re fo re , although Sm ith and 
E lio t a re  recogn ized  as p ie r s  capable of su sta in ing  m o st l i te ra ry  re p u ta ­
tions o v e r lean  d ecad es , we m u s t conclude th a t the base  of Johnson 's sup ­
p o r t ,  which m o st like ly  had n e v e r  been la rg e  in  any even t, becam e 
no ticeab ly  s m a lle r  a f te r  1910, and tha t the  o v e ra ll quality  of h is  support 
d e te r io ra te d  in  a  m anner w hich is  even m o re  s ign ifican t.
One fin a l w ord  m ight be sa id  in  th is  r e g a rd . Although i t  w as a d ­
m itted  in  C hapter One that th e re  is  no n e c e ssa ry  re la tio n sh ip  betw een 
Johnson 's follow ing and the num ber of new ed itions of h is  w orks pub lished  
in  any given p e r io d , we n e v e rth e le s s  should not ignore  the fac t th a t only 
one new ed ition  of the L ives of the  Poets w as pub lished  a f te r  1910, the 
E v e ry m an 's  ed ition  which cam e out in  1925. While th is  fac t m ay  point 
to  nothing m o re  s in is te r  than  the g en e ra l exce llence  of G. B irkbeck H ill’s 
1905 ed ition , o r  to  a  change in  the econom ics of book publish ing , the 
d e a r th  of new ed itions a f te r  1910 does stand  in  r a th e r  s tr ik in g  c o n tra s t 
to  the  avalanche of ed itions pub lished  betw een 1850 and 1910. A t the v e ry  
le a s t ,  the d e c re a se  would se em  to  confirm  th e  notion th a t the  y e a rs  we 
have su rveyed  in  th is  ch ap ter r e p re s e n t  som eth ing  of a  no m a n 's  land  
betw een two p e rio d s  of re la tiv e ly  m ore  in te n se  in te re s t  in  Johnson the 
c r i t i c .
In any even t, when a ll the foregoing fa c to rs  a re  w eighed, i t  seem s 
reasonab le  to conclude th a t these  a re  indeed Johnson 's lean est y e a rs , 
and th a t the line on h is  perfo rm ance ch art should th e re fo re  re f le c t  not 
only a  decline a f te r  1910 but p robab ly  a  decline to an a ll- tim e  low.
NOTES
CHAPTER HI
-̂-English L ite ra tu re  Through the Ages (London, 1922), p . 341. 
A dditional evidence can be c ited  to support the idea that w rite rs  a f te r  
1910 tended to be increasing ly  severe  tow ard the g re a t N eoclassica l p o e ts . 
F o r in stance , John M etcalf notes som ewhat e a r l ie r  than M iss C ruse that 
the Lives show Johnson to h is b e s t advan tage , "though revea ling  the  lim i­
ta tions of a  follow er of the 'School of P o p e . H e  concludes tha t Johnson 
w as a  "belated c la s s ic is t"  a t a  tim e when "the tide  of reac tio n  w as se tting  
in  stro n g  tow ard R om an tic ism ."  E nglish  L ite ra tu re  (Richmond, 1912), ^  
pp . 268-69. Joseph W illiam  Long com plains a  few y e a rs  la te r  that John­
son " is  often m islead ing , giving p ra is e  to a r t if ic ia l  poe ts , like Cowley and 
Pope, " while doing "scan t ju stice  o r abundant in ju s tice  to nobler poets like 
G ray and M ilto n ."  English L ite ra tu re : Its  H isto ry  and Significance in  
the Life of the English Speaking W orld (Boston, 1919), p . 292. Percy 
Hazen Houston, a  sch o la r whom we w ill encounter a few pages fu rth e r along 
in  our tex t, a lso  explains th a t i t  is  because of h is devotion to the N eoclassi­
cal school of poe try  th a t Johnson shows "a good deal of ob tuseness to the 
fin e r appeal of p o e try ,"  as w itnessed  by-his trea tm e n t of Lycidas and 
G ray ’s o d es. M ain C u rren ts  in  English L ite ra tu re : a B rief H isto ry  of 
the E nglish  People (New Y ork, 1926), p . 251. Johnson 's repu ta tion  a lso  
ap p ea rs  to  have been d ep ressed  by pu re  ignorance during  the p eriod  under 
considera tion . Joseph Bunn H eid ler and H arry  Houston Peckham  identify 
the l iv e s  of the Poets a s  a  w ork which contains b iographies and c ritic ism  
of "all the English poets th a t Johnson thought notew orthy, " and suggest 
th a t i t  is  " re a lly  aston ish ing" how m any of Johnson’s poets a re  now un­
known. A H istory  of English L ite ra tu re  (New Y ork, 1931), p . 325. The 
d e s ire  to do Johnson ju stice  without re linqu ish ing  the notion tha t the 
eighteenth century  had been an  age w ithout p o e try  leads a num ber of sch o lars  
into in te res tin g  logical tra p s  during  the n ineteen-tw enties and th ir t ie s . 
M ildred  C. Struble p rov ides an  exam ple which i s  not considered  in  the text: 
"Although the [eighteenth cen tu ry j is  an  age of p ro s e , n ev erth e less  Johnson 
is  so d iscern ing  of the psychology of n eo c lass ic ism  th a t his L ives have b e ­
come the outstanding re liab le  c ritique  of the m o v em en t."  A Johnson Hand­
book (New Y ork, 1933), p . 269.
^ The L ite ra tu re  of England: an  Anthology and a  H is to ry , ed s .
George Benjamin W oods, H om er A . W att, and George K. A nderson (Chi­
cago, 1936), I , 903. See a lso  W illiam  Bradley O tis and M o rris  A . N eedle-
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m an , A Survey H isto ry  of E n g lish  L ite ra tu re  (New Y ork , 1938), p .  37.
3One n e v e r  knows, how ever; in  a  l i te r a r y  h is to ry  published  two 
y e a rs  ago we find  the follow ing: "[Johnson's} g re a te s t  w ork  is  the  L ives 
of the  Poets - -  fifty-tw o of th em  - -  ran g in g  from  Cowley to  h is own con­
te m p o ra r ie s  . In  th is  he r e v e a ls  a  tru ly  e ighteenth  cen tu ry  a ttitu d e , giving 
the h ighest p la c e  to  the ’c o r r e c t ' p o e ts , w hile M ilton, Donne, and G ray , 
am ong o th e rs , fa re  badly b ecau se  they  ap p ea l to  the  im agination  r a th e r  
than  to  r e a s o n ." The a u th o r concludes h e r  d isc u ss io n  of Johnson 's c r i t i ­
c ism  by quoting Lytton S trach ey ’s fam ous ep ig ra m . H elen E lizabeth  
Stowell, An In troduction  to  E ng lish  L ite ra tu re  (London, 1966), p .  101.
^ F o r an  au th o rita tiv e  d isc u ss io n  of th is  phenom enon, see  Jam es L . 
C liffo rd 's  "T he E ighteenth C entury, " M LQ, XXVI (1965), 114-15.
^All r e a d e r s  w ill be  a w are  th a t the  sc h o la rs  nam ed  have p layed  a  
lead ing  ro le  in  the tw entieth  cen tu ry  rev a lu a tio n  of e igh teen th  cen tu ry  l i t ­
e ra tu re .  A lthough they a re  g e n e ra lly  sym pathetic  to w ard  Johnson 's c r i t i ­
c ism , they n e v e rth e le s s  esp o u se  m o re  of the old s te reo ty p es  than  one 
m ight ex p ec t. G eorge Slier b u rn , fo r  exam p le , p ra is e s  the  edition  of 
Shakespeare  and i ts  P reface  and no tes the excellence  and p e rm an en t value 
of Johnson 's w o rk  on D ryden and Pope; how ever, he a c c u se s  Johnson of 
be ing  un fa ir to  Cowley and M ilton , am ong o th e rs . Of the  la t te r ,  he says 
"[Johnson 's] w o rs t  case  of c r i t ic a l  b lin d n ess  is  M ilton, fo r  whom he had a  
d is like  grounded  on re lig io u s  and p o litic a l is su e s  w hich c a r r ie d  o v e r to 
the  p o e t 's  language and v e rs if ic a t io n ."  A L ite ra ry  H isto ry  of England, 
ed . A lbert C. Baugh (New Y ork , 1948), p .  996. S h e rb u rn 's  fina l e s tim a te  
i s  g enerous, how ever, and i t  is  c le a r  th a t he i s  not in  ag reem en t w ith  
som e m odern  c r i t ic s  who, a s  we sh a ll se e  in  the nex t ch ap te r, d iscoun t 
Johnson a s  a c r i t ic  owing to  h is  a lleged  in ab ility  to  d istingu ish  betw een 
l i te ra tu re  and  life : "It w ould be d ifficu lt to  d e te rm in e  w hether the g re a te s t  
exce llence  of th e  L ives l ie s  in  Johnson 's fine understand ing  of hum an n a ­
tu re  m an ifes ted  a s  poetic  gen ius o r  in  h is  v igorous and sensib le  c r i t ic ism  
of individual p o em s" (pp. 996-97). Louis I .  B redvold, although g en e ra lly  
re sp e c tfu l to w ard  Johnson, se em s to  in c lin e  tow ard  th e  paradox  w hich had 
se rv ed  a s  a  re fu g e  fo r m any  n ineteen th  cen tu ry  com m en ta to rs: "[John­
so n 's ]  d ic ta , how ever w rong-headed  they  m ay ap p ea r to  u s , com m and 
o u r re s p e c t b ecau se  they a r e  honest ap p ea ls  to the co n cre te  ex p erien ce  of 
l i f e ."  The L ite ra tu re  of th e  R e s to ra tio n  and the E ighteen th  C entury (New 
Y ork, 1962), p .  133. L ike S herburn , Bredvold does no t seem  o b se ssed  
w ith  the idea  th a t the w ork  of a r t  is  to  be judged only acco rd ing  to  c r i te r ia  
contained w ith in  i ts e lf . In add ition , he d isp a rag e s  th e  notion th a t Johnson 
had been a r e b e l  ag a in st N e o c la ss ic ism , a  notion w hich , a s  we sh a ll see
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in  the co u rse  of th is  c h ap te r , had  enjoyed quite a  vogue during  the  n in e teen - 
tw en ties and th ir t ie s :  "T h is appeal fro m  au th o rity  and ru le s  to  n a tu re  is  
e s se n tia lly  lib e ra liz in g , and Johnson 's in fluence h as  fo r  th is re a s o n  been 
m is tak en ly  d e sc rib e d  a s  one of the  d isso lv e n ts  of E nglish  c la s s ic is m . . . .
But the n a tu re  he appea led  to w as not the  whim  o r  id io sy n crasy  of the  in d i­
v idual, bu t the  n a tu re  by w hich a lone . . . m ay  be fo rm ed  a judgm ent of 
life  o r  a r t "  (p. 133). Bredvold says of the  P re face  to  Shakespeare  th a t 
Johnson’s " ro b u st and independent judgm ent g ives h is  com m entary  a  p e rm a ­
nent in te r e s t"  (p. 132). Of the L iv es, how ever, he  says m e re ly  th a t "John­
son com m ented in  d e ta il  on the whole body of s ign ifican t E nglish  p o e try  from  
Cowley to  h is  own day . . . [and th a tj  the  r e a d e r  who tu rn s  the p ag es of 
th ese  volum es has som eth ing  of the ex p erien ce  of lis ten in g  to  the  old m an ’s 
c o n v ersa tio n  in  T h ra le ’s l ib ra ry "  (p. 133). A . D . M cKillop e n d o rse s  w hat 
m o st m o d ern  Johnsonians would designate  a s  the num ber one h e re s y . He 
no tes th a t the  r e a d e r  who i s  under Bosw ell’s sp e ll w ill no doubt conclude 
th a t "Johnson 's life  and  p e rso n a lity "  a r e  g r e a te r  than  h is w ritin g s and  adds 
th a t " th is  judgm ent i s  c o r r e c t ,  y e t i t  should be ou r pu rpose  to find the  tru e  
Johnson both in  the life  and the w o rk s . " E ng lish  L ite ra tu re  from  D ryden to 
Burns (New Y ork, 1948), p .  323. M cKillop m ak es  no ra d ic a l c la im s  fo r  
Johnson’s c r i t ic is m . The follow ing s ta te m e n t m igh t have been  en d o rsed  by 
m any n ineteen th  cen tu ry  w r i te r s ,  i f  not by th e ir  c o u n te rp a rts  of the  n in e ­
tee n -tw en tie s  and th ir t ie s :  "Q ohnson 'sJ opinions a re  a t  tim e s  p re ju d iced  
and e rro n e o u s , but they  a re  seldom  p e rfu n c to ry  o r  languid . They do not 
r e p re s e n t  m e re  e ig h teen th -cen tu ry  convention, but convention a s  ex p erien ced  
and in te rp re te d  anew by Sam uel Johnson. H is unsym pathetic  tre a tm e n t of 
M ilton and G ray is  n o to rio u s . H is e s tim a te s  of D ryden and Pope and  h is  
p ra is e  of A ddison a re  fro m  the e ig h teen th -cen tu ry  po in t of view d e fin itiv e .
O ther l iv e s  m ake fam ous con tribu tions to  c r i t ic is m , e . g .  the d e sc rip tio n  
of m e tap h y sica l p o e try  in  th e  life  of Cowley, th e  account of C o llins ' ro m a n ti­
c ism , and  the a rg u m en t th a t the  m y s te r ie s  o f the  C hristian  re lig io n  a re -n o t s u i t ­
ab le  fo r  p o e try . . . . the  L ives abound in  sh rew d  com m ents on th e  p e r s o ­
n a litie s  o f th e  p o e ts , and  on the  a c tu a l o p e ra tio n s  of l i te r a ry  am bitions and 
r iv a l r ie s ,  and the unique quality  of the  w ork  i s  due to  the com bination and 
fusion  of b iography and  c r i t ic is m "  (p. 331). W riting  in  co llabo ra tion  w ith 
H. V . D. D yson in  1940, John Butt c ited  Johnson 's P reface  to  S hakespeare  
a s  h is m o st b r ill ia n t ach ievem en t, although he  adm itted  tha t "som e of 
Q ohnson 'sJ judgm ents on S hakespeare  a re  a ston ish ing ly  unlike o u r own, 
som e of h is  p re ju d ic e s  a lm o s t p e rv e r s e  . . . bu t he  r i s e s  g rea tly  to  h is  
g re a t occasion  and th e re  is  no p iece  of g e n e ra l c r it ic ism  on the sam e  sca le  
th a t ap p ro ach es  i t . "  A ugustans and  R om antics (London, 1940), p .  68. In 
add ition , Butt a ccep ts  the  tim e-h o n o red  judgm ent th a t Johnson the  c r i t ic  
i s  seen  a t  h is  b e s t on D ryden and Pope and c ite s  the  L ives of th e se  two 
p oe ts  a s  an  ach ievem en t w hich adds "depth and d ignity  to the E ng lish
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c r i t ic a l  trad itio n "  (p. 69). In h is m ore  widely-known The Augustan Age,
Butt continues in  the sam e vein . Of the P reface  to S hakespeare, he says:
"The lum inousness of the ap h o rism s has sc a rc e ly  been su rp a ssed , and 
the vigour of the defence of Shakespeare fo r not observ ing  the un ities shows 
the lib e ra l trad itio n  of English  c la ss ic a l c r it ic ism  a t i ts  b e s t .” The Augustan 
Age (London, 1950), p . 123. He a lso  p ra is e s  what he considers Johnson’s 
laudable d e s ire  in the L ives of the Poets, to "form  h is r e a d e r s ’ judgm ents, 
to qualify th e ir  m inds to think ju stly  about p o e try  . . . h is  appeal is  th e re ­
fo re  to  the h e a r ts  and  m inds of h is  re a d e rs  and not to the au thority  of 
books" (pp. 132-33).
^See note 7, Chapter Tw o. V irtually  a ll  of the e a r l ie r  w r ite rs  
c ited  d isparage Johnson as the rep re se n ta tiv e  of a benighted age, but they 
do not s tr e s s  the  idea  th a t he fought a  r e a r  guard  action  against the o s te n ­
sib ly  m ore  enlightened age which follow ed. Matthew A rnold notes that 
Johnson "was a  s tro n g  fo rce  of conservation  and concentra tion , in an epoch 
which by i ts  n a tu ra l tendencies seem ed m oving tow ards expansion and f r e e ­
dom . " But i t  i s  c le a r  th a t he does not re g a rd  Johnson 's position  a s  p a r tic u ­
la r ly  odious. See C hapter Two, pages 60 and 61. S ir L es lie  Stephen p r o ­
vides an observation  which seem s typ ica l of the e a r l ie r  a ttitu d e . He r e ­
m ark s  sim ply th a t Johnson’s "c ritic ism  is  th a t of a  school w hich has died 
out under the g re a t revolu tion  of m odem  ta s te ."  See C hapter Two, page 68. 
As la te  a s  1896, we find C. E . Vaughan dam ning Johnson a s  an  out and out 
v illa in ; he flays Johnson a s  an enem y of o rig ina lity  in  p o e try , how ever, and 
not a s  an  enem y of p ro g re s s . See C hapter Two, pages 27 and 28. On the 
o th er hand, we find a t a lm ost the sam e tim e E . W alder and W illiam  Minto 
p ra is in g  Johnson's flex ib ility  and argu ing  tha t he had helped  pave the way 
fo r w hat Minto c a lls  "the splendid ou tburst of poe tic  production  in  a su b ­
sequent g e n e ra tio n ." See C hapter Two, p ag es 49-50 and 54. Edmund 
G o sse 's  re m a rk s  on Johnson and W arton, published a  few y e a rs  la te r ,  
likew ise re f le c t a  growing em phasis on Johnson 's a lleged p o stu re  a s  an  
enem y of p ro g re s s : "W arton [hadj an en thusiasm  fo r ro m an ce , a  sense 
of som ething above and beyond the ru le s  of c r i t ic s ,  a  b read th  of r e a l  
p o e try  undream ed of by Johnson. . . . W arton p rophesied  of a  dawning age, 
and Johnson stiffly  contented h im se lf with the o ld ."  See C hapter One, page 
16. By 1908, the  question  of Johnson 's ro le  in  the tra n s itio n  has becom e 
so im portan t to J. Churton Collins that he i s  w illing  to a rg u e , a lbe it to  the 
end of m itigating  w hat he co n sid ers  to be Johnson 's m u lish  opacity  to  the 
m e r i ts  of Collins and G ray , th a t Johnson had only one a im  in  w riting  the 
L ives of the Poets: to  stave off the onrush  of R om an tic ism . See Chapter 
Two, pages 65 and 66. When we get to  E lton, Cazam ian, Houston, Brown, 
B osker, and A tk ins, we w ill find tha t the question of Johnson 's stance in  
re fe re n c e  to the com ing of Rom anticism  has assum ed  a  param ount im portance .
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^"T he A uthority  of Johnson, " S ep tem ber 2 , 1926, p . 569.
^Ib id .
9 The re  i s  a  good chance th a t John Bailey is  the  re v ie w e r . See 
Paul E lm e r M ore , "How to  Read L ycidas, " A m erican  Review , VII (A pril 
1936), 17-19.
^Q pr. Johnson (London, 1928), p .  156. In a ll  f a irn e s s ,  R . W. 
C hapm an's rev iew  should be noted: "[H ollisJ supposes th a t [the L ives of 
the  PoetsJ a r e  no t m uch re a d  now, and th e re  is  little  re a s o n  to  believe  that 
H ollis had re a d  them  h im s e l f ." Chapm an goes on to  in s is t  th a t "w hatever 
Johnson w as no t, he w as a s su re d ly  a  g re a t  sch o la r and a  g re a t c r i t i c . " 
"A spects of Johnson, " T L S , Septem ber 20, 1928, p . 663. Chapman w as 
no t so su re  of h is  ground on ano ther o ccasio n , how ever. See note 22 below .
•^ D r . Johnson and M r. Boswell (New Y ork, 1929), p . 61. S a lp e te r 's  
com m ent m ight lead  one to  in fe r  th a t Bosw ell had som eth ing  to do w ith ob­
ta in ing  Johnson 's fina l r e s t in g  p la c e .
12I b id . , p p . 260 ff .
^ Sam uel Johnson (London, 1933), p .  208.
14(London, 1955), p .  v i.
I b id . , p.  HO.
l^ I b id . , p p . 148-49.
l^ I b id . , p .  150. If  Joyce a s s e r t s  a  tra d itio n a l ob jec tion , he a lso  
a s s e r t s  a  tra d itio n a l c o ro lla ry  th a t Johnson 's c r i t ic is m  i s  ad m irab le  even 
when e rro n e o u s : "It i s  v e ry  m uch  e a s ie r  to  m ap out Johnson’s lim ita tio n s 
than  to  give a  ju s t  idea  of th e  c r i t ic a l  ex ce llen ces  th a t ad o rn  the L ives of 
the  P o e ts . . . . W hatever po in t Johnson i s  m aking, i t  i s  m ade once and 
fo r  a ll; we sh a ll  n ev e r find i t  m o re  p re c is e ly  o r m o re  cogently  e x p re sse d . 
When he i s  led  a s tr a y  by h is  p re ju d ic e s , th e se  a re  so p a te n t, and often  so 
en d earin g , th a t we can  laugh affec tionate ly  and apply the  n e c e s sa ry  c o r ­
re c tio n "  (pp. 150-151). A s t i l l  m o re  re c e n t  a s s e r tio n  o f the  tim e-h o n o red  
id e a  th a t Johnson, though w rong , is  su p e r io r  to  the  c r i t ic s  who happen to  
be r ig h t is  e x p re sse d  by F . L . L ucas in  The Search  fo r  Good S ense : F our 
E ighteenth  C entury  C h a ra c te rs : Johnson, C h e s te rf ie ld , Boswell, G old­
sm ith  (London, 1958). Since L ucas s ta r t s  out to  suppo rt the idea th a t
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Johnson is  g re a te r  as a  ta lk e r  than a s  a  w r ite r ,  and since he p re fa ce s  h is 
d iscussion  of Johnson 's c r itic ism  w ith the observation  tha t "aesth e tic  ta s te s  
a re  m ere ly  su b je c tiv e ," h is  trea tm e n t of Johnson is  som ething of a  w ild 
ca rd  in  a study of th is s o r t .  However, the fact tha t he defends Johnson 's 
c ritic ism  in  the m a tte r  of the un ities and m ixed trag ed y  and com edy, as 
w ell as in  the in sistence  on a  m iddling kind of poetic  d iction , should be 
noted . Like Joyce, he r e s t s  h is  defense finally  on an argum ent th a t had 
been fa m ilia r  since M acaulay had advanced i t  in  1856: "Johnson m ay m istake 
the tru th ; but he does not fog i t .  He m a rc h e s  s tra ig h t ahead, even when 
wrong; he does not s tagger in c irc le s , like a  m an lo s t in  m ist; and so we 
a t  le a s t a r r iv e  som ew here. . . . And, a f te r  a ll ,  one does not re a lly  re a d  
h im  to le a rn  m ore  about poe try ; one re a d s  liim  to  le a rn , and enjoy, m ore 
about M m self. . . .  In sh o rt, the v irtue  of Johnson 's c r it ic ism , like the 
v irtue  of Ms o rig ina l w ritin g  and Ms ta lk , l ie s  m ainly in  the sam e two 
things (wMch a re  la rge ly  one) - -  p e rso n a lity  and sty le"  (pp. 124-25).
18”'phe Independent Boswell and the C apricious D r. Johnson, " 
Q uarte rly  Journal of the U niversity  of N orth Dakota, XXII (F all 1931), 57.
C ollected E s s a y s , Papers &c.„IH (London, 1928), 69.
^ S ix  E ssay s on Johnson, pp. 28-29 .
"Johnson and Poetry , " Saturday Review of L ite ra tu re , VI (August
1929), 5 1 /
22f b id . , p . 50. I t i s  in te re s tin g  in  tM s connection to  consider 
re m a rk s  which Chapman had offered a lm o st a  decade e a r l ie r  on Johnson 's 
c r it ic ism . Recognizing th a t Johnson the c r i t ic  had, in  1921, a lm o st no 
s ta tu s , Chapman went on to  say: "T here  i s  now am ong lo v ers  of l i t e r a ­
tu re  a  d isposition  to believe th a t Johnson 's w orks a re  m o re  w orth study 
than  we w ere  taught to  suppose. We a re  no longer p re p a re d  w ithout m is ­
giving to d isc a rd  . . . the  Life of M ilton a s  m ere ly  m alignant; to d ism iss  
the c ritic ism  of G ray a s  ineptitude, and the p re face  to Shakespeare a s  
im p ertin en ce . Johnson 's b e s t books have only to  be re a d , and re a d  without 
p re ju d ice , fo r  th e ir  tru th  and beauty to  throw  off a  trad itio n  of fa lse  and 
invidious d is tin c tio n s ."  "Johnson's R eputation, " p . 554. But C hapm an's 
response  to B ridges’ observations on L ycidas o ffers eloquent p roo f tha t 
w hat he c a lls  "fa lse  and invidious d istinc tions"  w ere not yet read y  to  be 
throw n off in  1929 — not even , apparen tly , by h im se lf .
23see C hapter Two, page 54.
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The Name and N ature of Poetry  (C am bridge, 1933), p . 30. 
C harles N orm an has recen tly  accused  Housman of ing ra titude , c laim ing 
th a t H ousm an's sty le is  c le a rly  indebted to  Johnson 's "A Short Song of 
C ongratu lation ."  M r. Oddity (London, 1952), pp . 334-335.
25’A  Happy L egend ,"  Saturday Review, CXLV (January 14, 1928),
32.
26"Samuel Johnson a fte r  a Century and a Half, " Dalhousie Review, 
XIV (January 1935), 484.
27lb id . , p . 485.
2 8 u rs a  M ajor: a  Study of D r. Johnson and h is F rien d s  (London, 
1946), p . 3207
2^BookS and Bipeds (New Y ork, 1947), p .  202. Iron ica lly , S ta r-  
r e t t 's  e s sa y  o rig inally  appeared  a s  a  review  of K ru tch ’s Sam uel Johnson.
^^M odern E nglish  L ite ra tu re , 1450-1959, w ith A dditional C hapters 
by A. C. W ard, 3 rd  ed . (London, 1960), pp . 118-19. (F ir s t  Edition, 
1914).
q i
0 i "D r. Johnson Views our P o e ts ,"  Dalhousie Review, XI (January 
1932), 493.
32I b id . , pp . 498-99.
33"Sam uel Johnson, C ritic  of Poetry , " Q ueen 's Q u a rte rly , XXXIX 
(August 1932), 427.
34I b id . , p . 429.
35E d s. A . W. W ard and A . R . W aller, X (C am bridge, 1913), 203. 
Smith seem s to have s e t  the tone fo r tw entieth  cen tu ry  h is to ria n s  of Shake - 
sp eare  c r i t ic ism . As we sh a ll see  in  C hapter F ive , no o th er group of 
w r ite r s  w ere  so re sp ec tfu l tow ard Johnson in  the p e rio d  now under con­
s idera tion  .
36I b id . , p . 206.
3? Ib id ., p p .  208-09.
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3^I b id . , p . 203. Smith i s ,  of co u rse , re fe r r in g  p r im a rily  to 
S tendhal.
39Ib id ., p . 209.
4QIbid.
41A Survey of E nglish  L ite ra tu re , 1730-1780 (London, 1928), I, 142. 
42 Ibid.
43I b id . , p . 143.
44I b id . , p . 146.
45Ib id ., p p . 140-42.
46Ib id ., p . 124.
47Ib id . , pp . 141-42.
4^Em ile Legouis and Louis C azam ian, A H isto ry  of English  L it­
e ra tu re  (New Y ork, 1930), I , 837.
49Ib id . , p . 839.
^P lb id ., p . 836.
51I b id . , p . 837.
5 2 "A Survey of Johnsonian S tudies, ” p . 7 .
53 (cam bridge , M a s s .,  1923), pp . 3 -4 .
54Ib id ., p . 248.
55jb id . , p p . so , 48, 79.
56Ib id . , p .  252.
37jb id . , p . 248.
5^Ibid. ,  p p . 107-08.
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59l b id . , p . 237.
60I b id . , p . 254.
61 (Princeton, 1926), p . 1.
fsOIb id . , p . xxxvi.
63I b id . , p . 1.
6^I b id . , p . l i i .
^^Ib id . , p . xx ii,
^^I b id . , p . xxv ii.
67Ib id . , p . x lii .
68jbid_, p . xxxix .
^^i b id . , p .  xxxi,
70 lb id ., pp . xx v ii-x x v iii.
7 4 See C hapter Two, note 4.
72See C hapter One, note 5.
78See C hapter Two, note 5.
74See Chapter Two, note 6.
7^The C ritica l Opinions of Sam uel Johnson, p . l i .
76One of the m o st em inent of tw entieth  cen tu ry  Johnson sc h o la rs ,
Jean H. H agstrum , has re c e n tly  a s se r te d  th a t an aw esom e am ount of r e ­
se a rc h  needs to be done befo re  the question of Johnson’s position  can be 
settled : "The so u rces of Johnson 's id ea s  and m ethods m u st be carefu lly  
e stab lish ed , a s  m ust a  b ro ad  but p re c is e  context in  a l l  W estern  thought.
The fu tu re  student of Johnson 's c r it ic ism  should study not only o ther c r i t i ­
cal e ssa y s  in  English o r  o th er lives of poe ts  but a lso  the whole range of 
c r it ic a l  specu la tion  c la s s ic a l  and m odern , English  and C ontinental. And 
a lm o st m ore  im portan t than  p u re ly  c r i t ic a l  so u rc es , occasions and analogues
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is  the re la tio n  of Johnson's thought to logic, law, epistem ology, rh e to ric , 
and scholarsh ip  in  Latin and English. Not until such an investigation has 
been thoroughly m ade w ill we be in  a position to  know w hether Johnson fu l­
filled  the neoc lassica l trad itio n  o r  subverted i t . "  "Preface, 1967," Samuel 
Johnson's L ite ra ry  C ritic ism  (Chicago, 1967), pp. v ii-v iii.
??MP, XXII (May 1926), 498. C rane 's com m ents have relevance 
because, a s  we shall have occasion to explain m o re  fully in the following 
chap ter, they a re  rep resen ta tiv e  of h is insistence  over a long c a re e r  that 
eighteenth century c ritic ism  be considered on its  own m erits  ra th e r  than 
in  te rm s  of some a rb itra ry  m odern notion of a p ro g re ss  in c r itic ism .
Since Crane is  widely acknowledged to have been the m ost fea red  rev iew er 
of ou r tim e , i t  is  not to be doubted tha t he was influential in  fo stering  a  
m ore objective and favorable attitude not only tow ard Johnson but tow ard 
eighteenth century  English c ritic ism  in general. Perhaps h is m ost out­
spoken a ttack  on the p rac tice  of scru tin izing  eighteenth century  c ritic ism  
through a tem plate  of m odem  commonplaces is  found in  his review  of a 
European study, E llen Sigyn C h ris tian i's  Samuel Johnson a ls  K ritike r im  
l ic h te  von Pseudo-K lassizim us und Romantik (Leipzig, 1931). It should 
be pointed out tha t, in  explaining why M iss C h ris tian i's  study has sm all 
m e r it , C rane a lso  explains why m ost tw entieth century  European studies 
of Johnson's c ritic ism  do not rece ive  close atten tion  in  th is investigation. 
A fte r explaining tha t M iss C h ris tian i's  book is  "m echanical and pecu liarly  
unillum inating, " Crane goes on to say: "The au thor has rea d  in  various 
old-fashioned textbooks or has been told by h e r  p ro fe sso r th a t such and 
such opinions o r in te re s ts  o r  beliefs w ere e ssen tia lly  'pseudo-classical*  
and such and such o ther opinions o r in te re s ts  o r  be liefs w ere 'ro m a n tic . '
I t has not occu rred  to  h e r  to te s t the h is to rica l valid ity  of these  form ulae, 
s ti ll  le s s  to ra is e  the question w hether such crude and over-sim plified  
categories a re  of any value fo r purposes of scho larly  in terpretation ; she 
has accepted them  without c ritic ism  and has proceeded to  apply them  to 
one a fte r  another of the p assag es in  Johnson's published w ritings o r in his 
reco rd ed  conversations in which he pronounces on the lite ra ry , m ora l, and 
re lig ious is su e s  of the d a y ."  "English L ite ra tu re , 1660-1800: A C urrent 
B ibliography," PQ, XI (1932), 196. C rane 's judgm ent that M iss C h ristian i's  
approach is  naive seem s w ell-grounded: "In se in e r  k ritischen  Grundhaltung 
w ar Samuel Johnson uberzeug ter P seudoklassiz ist, der Normen d e r  A sthetik  
und des Schonen au fste llte  und befo lg te . Dadurch, dass e r  zugleich, eben 
aus seinem  inneren  personlichen  Streben nach W ahrheit und U nparteilichkeit 
he rau s zu e in e r  h is to risch en  Methode d e r K ritik  k am , naherte  e r  sich der 
R om antik. E r schatzte a ls  Pseudoklassizist die franzosische  L ite ra tu r und 
die An tike hoch e in , ab er nie so hoch, dass e r  da ruber die englische L ite ra - 
t u r , und besonders die zeitgenossische englische L ite ra tu r  verges sen h a tte .
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E r v e re h r t Boileau a ls  P seudoklassiz ist, h a ss t aus m o ra llsch e r Oberzeugung 
den Pseudoklassizisten  V oltaire und lehnt Rousseau gexade darum  ab, w ell 
e r  seine refo rm ato rischen  Ideen zu Ende denkt und p rak tisch  in die 
W irklichkeit um setzen w ill. Wo ein a n d ere r den entscheidenden Schritt 
w agt, b leibt Johnson im  Zw iespalt befangen" (p. 118). The point to be m ade 
in th is connection is  that M iss C h ris tian i's  study is  fa r  from  atyp ical.
Since m ost com parable European studies of Johnson a re  published doctoral 
d isse rta tio n s , i t  i s  not su rp ris in g  that they re p re se n t groping attem pts to 
a rr iv e  a t some rud im en tary  under standing of Johnson's significance. 
A ccordingly, such studies have ex erted  no influence in  the E nglish-speak­
ing w orld and thus hold little  in te re s t  fo r u s . Two of these should a t lea s t 
be m entioned, how ever. They a re  R obert K leuker1 s D r. Samuel Johnsons 
V erhaltn is z u r  franzosichen L ite ra tu r  (S trassburg , 1907), and Hans M e ie r 's  
D r. Samuel Johnsons Stellung zu den L ite ra risch en  F ragen  se iner Z eit 
(Zurich, 1916). See a lso  note 1, Chapter Four, fo r a  b rie f  consideration 
of Paul H am elius' Die K ritik  in  d e r  englischen L ite ra tu r  des 17. und 18. 
Jah rhunderts .
"The O riginality of Doctor Johnson," The Bookman, LXXVH (M arch
1930), 323.
79Ibid.
8QIb id ., p . 324.
"D r. Johnson and Im agination ," Southwest Review, XIII (October 
1927), 26.
82Ib id ., p . 34.
83Ib id . , p . 28.
84Ib id ., p . 29.
88"D r. Johnson, Poetry, and Im ag ination ," Neophilologus, XXIEL 
(1938), 206.
86Ib id ., p . 203.
87Ib id ., pp . 206-07.
88Ib id ., p . 204.
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89Ibid .
90ELH, X (1943), 246.
9J-Ib id ., p . 252.
92I b id . , p . 255.
98(New Y ork, 1944), p . 291.
9^A ctually, K rutch seem s to have had am bivalent feelings about 
Johnson 's c r it ic ism . In a  rad io  panel d iscussion , around 1940, he said:
"I know no g re a t c r i t ic  who is  m ore  often w rong, p e rh ap s, but I a lso  know 
no g re a t c r itic  who so perpe tually  h as som e point to m ake, som ething 
in te re s tin g  to s a y ."  T his sta tem en t i s ,  in  e sse n c e , a passab le  p a ra p h ra se  
of M acau lay 's conclusion th a t, even a t  th e ir  w o rs t, Johnson’s c ritiq u es 
m ean som ething . M ark  Van D oren, appearing  on the sam e b ro ad c as t, spoke 
up fo r Johnson in  a  som ew hat le s s  qualified m anner: "He i s  a  g re a t l i te ra ry  
c r i t ic  — I  th ink he is  one of the g re a te s t  of l i te ra ry  c r i t i c s ." But Van 
D oren a lso  rem a rk ed  th a t Johnson had been '"ou trageously  un just to Swift 
and F ie ld in g ."  New Invitation to L ea rn in g , ed . M ark Van D oren (New 
Y ork, 1942), pp . 295-296.
95I b id . , p . 322.
96Sam uel Johnson, p . 473.
97Ib id . , p . 493.
98Ib id . , p . 494. T hree specific  e s tim a te s  of Johnson's standing 
b rac k e t K ru tch 's  publication  date and seem  to  illu s tra te  ra th e r  d ram atica lly  
tha t tha t publication  date and the tu rn ing  point in  Johnson 's tw entieth  century  
repu ta tion  do coincide c lo se ly . The f i r s t  of these  is  m ade by R obert N. 
L ass , in 1942. I t  would be difficult to conceive of a  m ore  tim id  c laim  fo r  a  
c u rre n t Johnson rev iv a l than  th a t which he advances. He suggests m ere ly  
tha t m o st m odern  sch o la rs  would probably  a g ree  w ith the re m a rk s  on John­
son published  som e th ir ty  y e a rs  e a r l ie r  by S tuart T eg g art. Although Lass* 
study is  sc a rc e ly  w ell-docum ented , h is e s tim a te  can be taken a s  a  re flec tio n  
of the c lim ate  of opinion then  ex is ting  in  a t  le a s t one A m erican  institu tion  
of h igher lea rn in g . "A B rief H istory  of the C ritic ism  of D r. Johnson, " 
p . 76. F o rtuna te ly , a  m ore  substan tia l w itness is  h ea rd  from  a t about the 
sam e tim e . A ddressing  a  group in  New O rleans in  1944 on the topic of 
"Johnson and Boswell Today, " the la te  Roger M cCutcheon, a  re v e re d  fo rm e r
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te a c h e r of th is  w r i te r  and a  sch o la r who y ielded to no m an in  h is  a d m ira ­
tion  of Johnson, spen t the g re a te r  p a r t  of h is tim e d iscussing  the rev a lu a ­
tion  of Boswell which had come in  the wake of the d iscovery  of the 
F e tte rc a im  and M alahide p a p e rs . Then he a sk ed , rh e to r ic a lly , i f  m odem  
scho larsh ip  had undertaken a  s im ila r  reva luation  of Johnson. Although he 
perceived  som e life  in  Johnson the c r i t ic , M cCutcheon did not re p ly  in  a 
m anner which suggests th a t he saw a new day dawning: "On the  whole, 
no . . . . The sch o la rly  significance of Johnson 's l i te ra ry  c r it ic ism  has 
been m ade m ore  ap p a ren t. We know m ore p re c ise ly  the value of Johnson's 
edition of S hakespeare, a s  we can now trac e  se v e ra l of Johnson 's ideas 
back to e a r l ie r  c r i t ic s .  . . . Scholarship and sch o la rly  d isc o v e rie s  have 
not m ade a s  sp ec tacu lar changes in  our opinion of Johnson a s  of Boswell 
. . . bu t the num ber of quite resp ec tab le  w orks on Johnson th a t have appeared  
in  the  la s t  te n  y e a rs  i s  s ig n if ic a n t." A ddresses Made Before the F riends 
of the H ow ard-T ilton M em orial L ib ra ry  of Tulane U niversity  (New O rleans, 
1944), p . 23 . W riting a  m ere  th re e  y e a rs  la te r ,  how ever, Jam es L .
C lifford  detected  a  pronounced change in  the p rev a ilin g  a ttitude tow ard 
Johnson the c r i t ic .  Pointing specifica lly  to K ru tch ’s analyses of Johnson's 
c r it ic ism , a s  w ell a s  to the o th er re c e n t d iscu ssio n s which we sh a ll con­
s id e r  in  the following chap ter, C lifford v irtu a lly  d a red  h is r e a d e r s  to  d is ­
ag ree  th a t, a s  of 1947, Sam uel Johnson the w r i te r  and c r it ic  w as staging 
a  sp ec tacu la r com e-back: "A fter th is , w hatever you m ay th ink  of the 
a rg u m en ts , can th e re  be any doubt tha t the reh ab ilita tio n  of Johnson . . . 
i s  in  fu ll swing? To re p e a t the old c liches th a t he i s  rem em b ered  only b e ­
cause of h is  conversa tion , o r because of h is pow erful p e rso n a lity , is  
m e re ly  to show th a t one is  behind the  t im e s ." "D r. Johnson a s  a  W rite r, " 
Johnsonian News L e tte r ,  V3X (May. 1947), 4 .
CHAPTER IV 
1940 AND AFTER:
A CHECKERED CONCEPTION 
In turning from  Joseph Wood K ru tch 's Samuel Johnson to  George 
Sain tsbury 's A H istory  of C ritic ism  and L ite ra ry  T aste  in  E urope, we a re , 
of cou rse , doubling back some forty  y e a rs . Since Sain tsbury 's h isto ry  
supports the th es is  tha t w rite rs  who spoke up in Johnson's behalf around 
the tu rn  of the century valued liis c ritic ism  m ore  highly than w rite rs  (with 
the notable exception of T . S. E liot) who en tered  the debate between 1910 
and 1940, Ms d iscussion  of Johnson's c ritic ism  m ight have been incorpo­
ra te d  conveniently into an e a r l ie r  c h ap te r. Despite the fact tha t back­
track ing  has serious disadvantages, how ever, i t  seem s helpful to consider 
under one heading a ll  m ajo r tw entieth century  M storians of c r i t ic is m , for 
such a  stra tagem  has the obvious advantage of re la tin g  the question of 
Johnson's p resen t-d ay  reputation  to the ideas of the sev era l a rm ed  cam ps 
which have em erged to  charac te rize  c ritic ism  in  our somewhat disjunctive 
l i te ra ry  milieu.^- In tM s connection, i t  is  a  m easu re  of how rad ic a l a 
change i s  rep resen ted  in  the tran sitio n  from  a  c ritic ism  of connoisseurs 
such a s  Saintsbury to a  c ritic ism  of m odern analysts that one of the m ost 
widely resp ec ted  of the la tte r , Rene W ellek, p refaces Ms own m onum ental 
A H istory  of M odem  C ritic ism : 1750-1950 with the observation that
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S ain tsb u ry 's  v iew s, propounded a m ere  half cen tury  p rev iously , a re  now
v irtu a lly  obsolete:
The only ex is ting  book which covers our topic in  
ex tenso , G eorge S a in tsbu ry 's  H isto ry  of C ritic ism  
and L ite ra ry  T aste  in  E urope (3 v o ls . 1900-1904), 
while adm irab le  in  i ts  sweep and s t i l l  readab le  
because of the  liv e lin ess  of the a u th o r 's  exposi­
tion  and s ty le , is  not only outdated by having beer- 
w ritten  fifty  y e a rs  ago, during  the heyday of im ­
p ress io n ism  and a r t  fo r a r t 's  sake, but seem s to 
m e se rio u sly  v itia ted  by i ts  p ro fessed  lack  of 
in te re s t in  questions of theo ry  and a e s th e tic s .2
As we shall s e e , one of the m o re  pronounced points of d isag ree  - 
m ent betw een Saintsbury and W ellek concerns the question of Johnson’s 
usefu lness a s  a  c r i t ic .  C uriously  enough, Sain tsbury , w ritin g  a t  a  tim e 
when Johnson is  thought to have had litt le  if  any following, a ss ig n s  him  a
O
place "not often to be given to c r i t ic s ,  w hereas W ellek, w riting  in  the 
m id st of w hat i s  w idely acc la im ed  to  be a Johnson re v iv a l, deals w ith him  
a s  a  c r i t ic  whose views on l ite ra tu re  a r e ,  i f  p o ss ib le , even le s s  valuable 
than  those of Sain tsbury . But W ellek 's sev ere  and no doubt influentia l 
e s tim ate  of Johnson’s c r i t ic ism  is  a  m a tte r  to  be d e fe rred  until la te r  in  
th is  c h a p te r . The w r i te r s  we need to consider f i r s t  a re  the tw entieth  
century  h is to ria n s  of c r it ic ism  who, like so m any of the w r i te r s  encountered 
in  the p reced ing  ch ap ter, have dealt w ith the eighteenth  century  a s  the  g e s ta ­
tion  p e rio d  of R om anticism , and the point to be s tre s se d  is  th a t, of th ese , 
Saintsbury i s  f a r  m ore  app rec ia tive  of the in tr in s ic  w orth  of Johnson 's
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c r it ic ism  than axe the m ore  re c e n t h is to ria n s  we tu rn  to nex t, A . Bosker 
and J . VV. H . A tkins.
I t is  not to  be in fe rre d , of co u rse , tha t Sain tsbury  h as no q u a rre l 
w ith Johnson. Indeed, he a rg u e s  th a t a  r ig o ro u s  application  of Johnson 's 
req u irem en t th a t the poet im ita te  only "g en era l p ro p e rtie s  and la rg e  a p ­
p e a ran c e s"  m ight d isqualify  e v e ry  m ajo r E nglish  poet save Pope, ^ and he 
concludes h is d iscu ssio n  of Johnson 's id eas  on p rosody  w ith the o b se rv a ­
tion  th a t "v irtu a lly  ev e ry  one of h is axiom s and p o stu la tes  i s  questionab le ."^  
In addition, S a in tsbu ry 's  e s tim a te  of Johnson’s Shakespearean  lab o rs  p ro ­
v ides an in te re s tin g  c o n tra s t to  tha t of D, Nichol Sm ith, which w as pub­
lish ed  in  the sam e y e a r , 1902. On the w hole, Sain tsbury  judges the e d i­
tion  to have been  a  fa ilu re  and c ite s  the Preface a s  an  illu s tra tio n
not m e re ly  of Johnson 's native c r i t ic a l  v igour . . . 
but of th a t p e c u lia r  position  of com prom ise  and 
re se rv a tio n  w hich . . . is  a t  once the condem na­
tion  and the salvation  of the E nglish  c r i t ic a l  p o s i­
tion  a t th is  t i me . . . .  throughout the p iece  i t  i s  
now Johnson h im se lf  who is  speaking, now som e 
one w ith a  ce rta in  bundle of p rin c ip le s  o r  p re ju ­
d ices which Johnson chooses to adopt fo r the t im e . 6
G enerally  speaking, then , S a in tsb u ry 's  judgm ent of Johnson 's e a r l ie r  
c r it ic ism  seem s m ore  sev e re  than  o therw ise; th e  w eath er c le a r s ,  how ever, 
once he tu rn s  to the  L ives of the P o e ts . D espite h is  b e lie f  th a t the L ives of 
M ilton, Swift, and G ray a re  d is to rte d  by p re jud ice  of one s o r t  o r an o th er, ^ 
Sain tsbury  designa tes  the L ives of the Poets a s  "one of the  m o st fortunate
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books in  E nglish  l ite ra tu re "^  and goes on to  d isc u ss  the c r it ic ism  of the
Laves in  a m anner which lends credence  to h is  final e s tim a te  of Johnson
not only a s  the "eigh teen th -cen tu ry  orthodox c r i t ic  in qu in tessence  [butj
in  transcendence  a l s o . A l t h o u g h  he w arns th a t i t  is  not sa fe  to neglect
even one of the L iv e s , Sain tsbury  acknow ledges tha t th e re  a r e  a  few which
do, in  fac t, "take precedence of the r e s t , " notably  the L ives of Cowley,
D ryden and Pope. Concerning the f i r s t ,  he r a is e s  an objection to M atthew
A rn o ld 's  ed ition  of the Six Chief L ives which we have encoun tered  before:
Only tha t s ingu lar im patience of l i te ra ry  h is to ry , 
a s  such, which c h a rac te rize d  the la te  M r. M at­
thew A rnold, and w hich not in frequen tly  m a rre d  
h is own c r it ic a l w o rk , can have p reven ted  him  
from  including, in  h is  Johnsonian points de 
r e p e r e , the E ssa y  which launched, and en ­
deavoured to m ake w a te rtig h t, th e  fam ous defi­
n ition of the "M etaphysical" School. -*-1
G ranted i ts  date and the s ta tu re  of the w r i te r ,  th is  com m ent re f le c ts  s u r ­
p r is in g  re s p e c t  tow ard a c r i t ic  who is  popu larly  thought to have been the 
object of a lm o st un iversa l sc o rn  a t the t im e . But what Sain tsbury  has to 
say  about the L ives of Dryden and Pope i s  even le s s  re s tra in e d . He d e s ig ­
na tes  them  as  "a p a ir  of the  b e s t c r itic a l E ssa y s  in  the English  l a n g u a g e " ^  
and m akes i t  am ply c le a r  th a t he is  not of the school which c la ss if ie s  
Dryden and Pope a s  p ro se  w r i t e r s .
It is  equally  c le a r , how ever, th a t Sain tsbury  w rite s  about Johnson 
w ith an eye on the English R om antics, whom he unapologetically  holds to
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be the g re a te s t  c r i t ic s  produced by any ra c e  o r  a g e . ^  As suggested above, 
he gives a  sign ifican t am ount of a tten tion  to  Johnson’s ro le  as a t r a n s i ­
tional c r it ic , going so fa r  in  th is  re g a rd  a s  to designate the conclusion of 
Johnson’s d iscussion  of m ixed comedy and tragedy  in  R am bler 156 a s  "in 
effect the death -knell of the n e o -c la s s ic  sy s tem , sounded by i ts  la s t  re a lly  
g re a t p rophet. M oreover, he notes th a t the insigh t displayed in  th is  
e ssa y  and e lsew here  in  Johnson’s c r itic ism  con stitu tes  p roo f th a t Johnson 
"m ight have taken  high, if  not the h ighest, d eg rees  in a  v e ry  d ifferen t 
school of c r i t ic is m . "16 gut S ain tsbu ry 's  em phasis is  on the quality  of 
Johnson 's c r it ic a l in sigh t ra th e r  than  on the ro le  of th a t insigh t in  unlocking 
the gates fo r the  c r i t ic s  of the next genera tion . T h ere fo re , unlike m any 
of the w r ite r s  whom we exam ined in  the p reced ing  chap ter and J. W. H. 
A tkins, whom we tu rn  to in a  m om ent, he re g a rd s  the in te llec tu a l v ision  
which, in  h is opinion, enabled Johnson to tran scen d  the " lim ita tions"  of 
N eoclassica l c r it ic ism  not a s  a  m eans to an end but ra th e r  a s  the iden tify ­
ing c h a ra c te r is tic  of the g re a t c r i t ic  in  any age:
He has seen  what o thers re fu sed  - -  pe rh ap s w ere  
unable — to see , and what som e fla tly  den ied ,— 
th a t a  p ro c e ss  of l i te ra ry  judgm ent "by the event" 
i s  p o ss ib le , and th a t i t s  v e rd ic ts , in  som e r e ­
spects a t  any r a te ,  cannot be challenged o r  r e ­
v e rse d . These g re a t c r it ic a l a p e r ^ s ,  though 
som etim es de livered  h a lf unw illingly o r  on the 
w rong s id e , e s tab lish  Johnson 's c la im  to  a  p lace 
not often to be given to c r i t ic s ;  but they  do not 
e s tab lish  i t  m ore  certa in ly  than  h is su rveys of 
h is ac tu a l su b je c ts . ^
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H ere, Saintsbury is  obviously close in  sp ir it  to those w rite rs  cited in  Chapter 
Two who took exception to m ost of Johnson's decisions but argued a t the sam e 
tim e that he was m ore enlightening and valuable than o ther c ritic s  whose 
decisions they found m ore congenial. F o r Saintsbury, Johnson’s c la rity  of 
v ision and unsw erving fidelity  to his own c r itic a l p rinc ip les identify him  as 
a  "C aesar [whoj never does wrong but with ju s t cause"18 and whose d e c i­
sions a re  there fo re  to be reg a rd ed  as le ss  im portan t than the light given
off by his decision-m aking p rocess :
Now, th is is  i t  which m akes the g rea tness  of a 
c r i t ic . T hat Johnson m ight have been g re a te r  
s t i ll  a t o ther tim es need not n e ce ssa rily  be d e ­
nied; though it  is  a t le a s t open to doubt w hether 
any o ther tim e would have suited his whole d is ­
position  b e tte r . But, a s  he is ,  he is  g re a t . . . .
His c ritic a l calculus is  perfec tly  sound on i ts  own 
postu la tes and axiom s; and you have only to apply 
checks and co rrec tiv es  (which a re  easily  a s c e r ­
tained, and kept ready) to ad just i t  to absolute
c r itic a l tru th . And, what is  m o re , he has not
m ere ly  flourished  and vapoured c ritic a l a b s tra c ­
tions, but has left us a  solid reasoned  body of c r i t i ­
cal judgment; he has not judged lite ra tu re  in  the ex ­
hausted  re c e iv e r  of m ere  a r t ,  and yet has never n e ­
glected the a r t is t ic  c rite rion ; he has kept in  constant 
touch with life , and yet has never descended to m ere  
gossip . We m ay free ly  d isagree  with h is judgm ents, 
but we can never justly  disable h is judgment; and th is 
is  the r e a l  c rite r io n  of a  g rea t c r i t ic . 19
Compared to Saintsbury’s expansive and flexible estim ate  of Johnson’s 
c ritic ism , th a t of A . Bosker, advanced som e th ir ty  y e a rs  la te r , seem s 
v irtua lly  incapable of recognizing c r i te r ia  of c ritic a l excellence other than 
those reflec ted  in  the w ork of the English R om antics. B osker’s study,
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L ite ra ry  C ritic ism  in  the Age of Johnson, w as f i r s t  published  in  1930 and
then in  a second edition in  1953 w ith the a u th o r’s a ssu ra n c e  that
[n je ithe r m y own fu r th e r  investigations in  the field  
of e igh teen th -cen tu ry  c r it ic ism , nor the p e ru s a l of 
the m any valuable contributions to  i ts  h is to ry  that 
have appeared  during  the la s t  twenty y e a r s ,  have led 
m e to conclusions substan tia lly  d ifferen t fro m  those 
la id  down in  the concluding ch ap ter of the f i r s t  e d i­
t io n .20
In e sse n c e , the conclusions which Bosker a lludes to  stem  from  h is r ig id  
conviction that the tran s itio n  from  N eo classica l to Rom antic values in  
p oe try  and c ritic ism  re p re se n ts  p ro g re s s  in  the m ost a ttra c tiv e  sen se  of 
the w ord . In th is  connection, h is explanation of how the c r it ic s  of the 
eighteenth century  had fa llen  away from  the light i s ,  to  say  the le a s t ,  un­
com plicated:
Reason had been the  dom inating fo rce  e v e r  since the 
m iddle of the seventeenth  cen tu ry  and under i ts  pow er­
ful sway em otional and im aginative e lem ents had been 
re p re s s e d , the old spontaneity of the E lizabethans had 
fled the dom ain of a r t ,  and the  a r t is t ic  ex p re ss io n  of 
deep p e rso n a l fee lings had com e to be looked upon with 
d is tru s t .
With th is  p re m ise  la id  down, Bosker p ro ceed s to dep ict eighteenth cen tury  
E nglish  c r i t ic ism  a s  a  s trugg le  betw een ra tio n a lis ts , of whom Johnson is  
h is  m ost notable exam ple, and the (to h im ) m ore  enlightened c r it ic s  who 
endeavored  to r e s to re  "the e sse n tia l e lem en ts of poe tic  a r t  to th e ir  p ro p e r 
p laces [and to f re e  c r itic ism  J from  the r e s t ra in ts  of com m on se n se . ”22 It 
w ill be apparen t tha t Bosker is  close to Irv ing  Babbitt in  assum ing  the  m ajo r
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im pe tu s of the  re v o lt a g a in s t N eo c la ss ic ism  to have been  the  e ffo rts  of some 
eighteenth  cen tu ry  w r i te r s  to reh a b ilita te  the  concept of the  c re a tiv e  im ag in a ­
tion . As a  consequence , he obviously cannot allow Johnson a  p lace  w ith 
the W artons, H urd, Young, Twining, and  Hoole on the  side  of the a n g e ls . 
Indeed, he i s  r a th e r  h a rd  p re s se d  to  g ra n t  Johnson any favorab le  re c o g n i­
tion  a t a l l  beyond o b se rv in g  that he had been  le s s  p ro n e  than  som e of h is  
co lleagues to  p lace  h is  com plete t ru s t  in  c la s s ic a l  au th o rity :
Qohnson*sJ stro n g  ind iv iduality , the san ity  and 
independence of h is  judgm ent, m ade i t  im possib le  
fo r  him  to  subm it to  such a  n a rro w  code a s  th a t of 
the  p se u d o -c la s s ic is ts .  Johnson’s sho rtcom ings a s  
a  l i te r a r y  c r i t ic  a re  not the  r e s u l t  o f an  im p lic it  
fa ith  in  p re -c o n ce iv ed  s ta n d a rd s  but r a th e r  of a  too 
r ig id  ap p lica tio n  of re a so n  to  a e s th e tic  p ro b le m s, of 
w hich a  r a t io n a l  explanation  cannot alw ays be  g i v e n . 2 3
B osker leaves no doubt in  h is  r e a d e r ’s m ind th a t, to  h is way of th in k ­
ing , " r ig id  app lica tion  of re a so n  to  a e s th e tic  p ro b le m s” i s  a  hanging offense 
in  a l i te ra ry  c r i t ic ,  and  w hat he often se e m s  to ob ject to  under the heading  
of Johnson’s ra tio n a lism  i s  nothing m o re  o r  le s s  than  a c r i t i c 's  d is in c lin a ­
tion  to  accep t spontaneous ou tbursts of ind iv idual sen tim en t a s  the la s t  
w ord  in  p o e try :
Johnson 's love of tru th  d rove  h im  into opposition  to 
the sen tim en ta l rev o lt th a t r o s e  a s  a  re a c tio n  ag a in st 
the lo n g -liv ed  sway of re a s o n . The s tro n g  t id a l  wave 
of in d iv id u a lism , the p e rso n a l way of looking a t life  
which c h a ra c te r iz e d  the r e s u r r e c t io n  of ro m a n tic ism , 
found no fav o u r w ith the c r i t ic  who had la id  so  m uch 
s t r e s s  on th e  n ecess ity  fo r  th e  poe t to  dep ic t the 
g e n e ra l a s p e c ts  of hum an n a tu r e . 24
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Like som e of the w r i te r s  noted a t  the ou tse t of Chapter T h ree , Bosker
c ites  Johnson 's sym pathetic trea tm e n t of Pope to  support the contention that
"Johnson's in sistence  on re a so n  a s  the sole c r ite r io n  by which l i te ra ry  a r t
should be te s te d  m ade him  an incom petent judge of aes th e tic  q ua lities fo r
which i t  is  im possib le  to find a  s tr ic tly  ra tio n a l foundation. "^5 The p lain
im plica tion  is  th a t Johnson could adm ire  only th a t p o e try  in  which aes th e tic
qualities of the s o r t  Bosker has in  m ind a re  la rg e ly  nonexisten t, and that
th e re fo re  both the c r it ic  and p o e try  he found congenial a re  to be considered
banished , perm anen tly , by the  poe ts and c r i t ic s  of the following age who
had re s to re d  those aes th e tic  q ua lities  to th e ir  p ro p e r  p lace:
When im agination  and em otion had come into th e ir  
own again , the  c r i te r ia  of tru th  and na tu re  in  the 
p se u d o -c la ss ic a l sense  of the w ords lo s t th e ir  in ­
fluen tia l p o s itio n s . C ritic s  began to  see  how m uch 
h arm  had been done to p oe try  by the abuse of 
ra tio n a lism , they  fe lt tha t the m e re  understanding  
is  an  inadequate t e s t  fo r the h ig h e r tru th  of a r t .^ o
It should be recogn ized , p e rh ap s, th a t B osker's  aplom b in publish ing  
a  re la tiv e ly  unchanged second edition of L ite ra ry  C ritic ism  in  the Age of 
Johnson is  quite im p ress iv e  in  view of w hat R . S. Crane had to  say  about the 
f i r s t  ed ition . G enerally  speaking, Crane believed  th a t ''the  fo rm ulae [BoskerJ 
p ro p o ses give a  d is to rte d  and in  the m ain  u n rea l im p re ss io n  of the phenom ena 
with which h is book a ttem pts to dea l. Specifically , C rane suggests that 
B osker's  reduction  of seventeenth  and eighteenth  cen tu ry  c ritic ism  to  a  
running  ba ttle  betw een the  fo rce s  of re a so n  and the fo rce s  of im agination
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stem m ed from  "a  se t of p re p o sse ss io n s  about the ru lin g  a e s th e tic  philosophy 
of the im m edia te ly  p reced ing  p eriod  which, though s ti ll  w idely held, a re
9jj
n ev erth e le ss  open to se rio u s  doubt.*' M ore to o u r purpose , p e rh ap s ,
Crane a s se s se d  B osker's  chap ter on Johnson a s  "in  point of knowledge and 
in sig h t, ha rd ly  above the capacity  of a beginning graduate s tu d e n t."^9
But i f  Crane w as d issa tis fie d  w ith the form ulae proposed  by Bosker, 
he w as s t i l l  le s s  sa tisfied  w ith those  proposed  by J. W. H. A tkins in  h is 
E nglish  L ite ra ry  C ritic ism : 17th and 18th C e n tu rie s , which w as published 
in  1951. As m ost re a d e rs  w ill be aw are , A tk ins’ book e lic ited  C rane 's  
m o st thorough sta tem ent of h is own ideas a s  to how the h is to ry  of eighteenth 
cen tury  c r it ic ism  should be w ritte n . Like B osker, A tkins c le a rly  s ta r te d  
from  the p re m ise  tha t the sh ift from  the e sse n tia lly  ra tio n a l and ru le -  
o rien ted  c ritic ism  of the la te  seventeenth and e a r ly  eighteenth cen tu rie s  
to  the in tu itive and app recia tive  c r itic ism  of the e a r ly  n ineteenth cen tury  
constitu ted  a  phenomenon in  which a l l  enlightened m en could r e jo ic e . Un­
like B osker, how ever, he did  not depict Johnson a s  an enem y of p ro g re s s  
but ra th e r  a s  a  rebe llious and lib e ra liz in g  influence who hastened  the dawn­
ing  of a  b e tte r  age . C ran e 's  b a s ic  objection is  th a t A tk ins' conclusions 
tended to  r i s e  not from  the tex ts  under considera tion  but from  the p r io r  
assum ptions which he had brought to the study of those te x ts . Indeed, Crane 
a rgued  th a t such a  h is to ry  a s  A tkins had produced could be w ritten
only when you have h it upon a com prehensive fo rm ula 
fo r  your p e rio d  a s  a  whole th a t w ill allow you to  m ake
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unified and coherent sense out of the otherw ise chaotic 
m ass  of doc trines you have ex trac ted  from  the tex ts .
You m ust have th is in some fo rm , indeed, before you 
can set to w ork  a t a ll, o r  you w ill not know how to s e ­
lec t from  the m any things each of your c r it ic s  m ay be 
saying those re la tiv e ly  few things which can be included 
in  your book. You cannot induce the form ula from  the 
fac ts  but m u st b ring  it  to them .^O
In his view , the form ula which Atkins had brought to h is ta sk  was the con­
viction that
p ro g ress  in  c ritic ism  consists in  m oving in  any d ire c ­
tion  that is  the con trary  of any of the narrow  and e r r o ­
neous doc trines about poe try  and c ritic ism  which you 
have identified with the "creed" of F rench  n e o c lass i­
c ism  in  i ts  m o st "rig id" fo rm , a s  re p re se n te d  by 
Boileau, Rapin, and B o s s u .^
One obvious w eakness of such an approach, in  C ran e 's  opinion, lay  in  the 
necessity  of d isto rting  o r  a t  the very  lea s t oversim plify ing  the ideas of 
eighteenth century  c ritic ism  in  o rd e r  to fit them  into the h is to ria n 's  p r e ­
conceived schem e. Crane cited the d iscussion  of Johnson as a  p rim e e x ­
ample of the m istaken rep re sen ta tio n  which m ust inevitably a r ise  from  
Atkins’ m ethod:
[IJf you a re  to  show, as P ro fesso r Atkins i s  bent on 
doing, that m o st of the English c r it ic s  who w rote 
a f te r  Boileau, Bossu, and Rapin w ere  a ttem pting  to 
em ancipate them selves from  the re s tr ic te d  view s 
and "cold in te llec tu a lism " of tha t school, you m ust 
obviously define the "orthodoxy" they w ere  challeng­
ing  in  te rm s th a t w ill not include any of the doctrines 
o r  opinions you fix upon a s  indications of the m ore 
"libe ra l"  a ttitudes that w ere em erg ing  during the 
p e rio d . The p lausib ility  of the s to ry  which P ro fesso r 
A tkins te lls  would thus be se rio u sly  im p aired  if he
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w ere  not ab le  to  in s is t  . . . th a t the opening argum ent 
of Johnson’s P reface  to Shakespeare , w ith i ts  re fe ren ce  
of l i te ra ry  judgm ent to "length of duration  and contin­
uance of e s te e m "  is  an  ind ication  th a t he had come 
under the new em ancipating  influence of Longinus 
(pp. 237-8); o r th a t Johnson w as helping to  "d ispose" 
of n e o -c la s s ic ism  when he condem ned "m ere  fo rm al 
’im ita tio n ’ of e a r l ie r  m a s te rp ie c e s"  and a s s e r te d  tha t 
"No m an a s  yet e v e r becam e g re a t by im ita tion" (p.
358). . . . H ie  tru th  of a ll  th ese  s ta tem en ts  i s  gu a ran ­
tee d , fo r P ro fe sso r A tkins, by h is  account of the neo­
c la ss ic a l "orthodoxy" in  h is  opening chapter; but un­
fo rtunately  th e re  i s  not one am ong the pronouncem ents 
he h e re  sing les out a s  " lib e ra l"  o r revo lu tionary  th a t 
would have been d isputed by any c r it ic  of im portance 
in  antiquity  o r  the  R enaissance , and not one tha t can­
not be found in  Rapin h im s e lf .32
A s ti ll  m o re  se rio u s  w eakness of A tk ins1 m ethod, and one w hich is
p e rh ap s  m o re  c le a rly  re le v an t to  our study of Johnson’s m odern  repu ta tion
a s  a  c r i t ic ,  likew ise in h ered  in  the p ro c e ss  of d ism em bering  the c r i t ic ’s
argum en ts and rea ssem b lin g  them  w ith in  the  h is to r ia n 's  fram e of re fe re n c e .
In C ran e 's  opinion, the in v ariab le  r e s u l t  of such a  p ro ced u re  w as to  reduce
the c r i t ic  from  a v ita l fo rce  to  a  m useum  p iece:
fljf  you confine y o u rse lf, in  your s ta tem en ts  about 
p a r tic u la r  c r i t ic s  and th e ir  w ritin g s , m e re ly  to the 
exp lic it content of what is  sa id , you a re  bound to 
reduce  th e ir  a rg u m en ts  to a  s e r ie s  of d isc re te  a s s e r ­
tions o r  d en ia ls , about g enera lized  and com m onplace 
to p ic s , the g re a t m ajo rity  of which can have no se rio u s  
in te re s t  in  th em se lv es  fo r r e a d e rs  in  a  la te r  ag e , when 
these  top ics no longer re p re se n t the questions we think 
im p o rtan t. It i s  doubtless w ell to  know w hat Johnson, 
fo r in stance , had to say  about the d e s ira b ility  tha t 
c r i t ic s  should re a d  the w orks they com m ent on, o r 
about the value of the te s t  of tim e , o r  about the ev ils 
of im ita tion , o r  about the lim ited  au tho rity  of the
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unities of tim e and p lace , o r about the genius of 
English v e rs ifica tio n , o r  about the use of general 
te rm s in poe try , o r about rom ances and novels, o r 
about the d istinctive m e rits  and defects of the 
various poets dealt w ith in  the Lives - -  to m ention 
but a  few of the heads under which P ro fesso r Atkins 
groups Johnson's c ritic a l "pronouncem ents"; but as 
atom ized in h is  trea tm en t, a ll such opinions can 
have for us only the value of exam ination knowledge 
in  c ritic a l an tiquities; and we wonder how anyone can 
be thought a g rea t c ritic  who has to his c red it, on the 
reading  of the h is to rian , only such a  m ass of m isce l­
laneous p latitudes o r  queer and outdated id e a s .33
It should not be in fe rred , how ever, that A tkins' approach to  Ms 
subject is  anything but conscious and de lib e ra te . He announces a t the out­
se t tha t the period  he intends to investigate  "form s a s  i t  w ere the bridge 
between the ea rly  striv ings of the Renascence period  and the g rea t achieve­
m ents of the 19th-Century, " and then he frankly  adm its a  few pages la te r  
that i t  is  "[njot without ju stice  [thatj the c ritic ism  of tM s period  has been 
described  a s  one long attem pt to escape from  a  false  position adopted a t 
the beginning of the p e rio d . "34 y e t  he is  also c learly  determ ined to  upgrade 
Johnson's repu tation , and i t  need hard ly  be said th a t the assum ptions he 
brings to th is  ta sk  a re  a s  helpful to Ms efforts a s  an anvil m ight be to those 
of a long-distance sw im m er. Hence h is  sum m ing-up of standard com plaints 
about Johnson's c ritic ism  i s  p a rticu la rly  in te res tin g  owing to Ms inability  
to  m ake any of them  sound rea lly  uncongenial:
[SJince Ms day QohnsonJ has been subjected to some 
su rp ris in g  judgm ents, pe rh ap s m ore so than  any other 
of the g rea t c r i t ic s . If not actually  abused, he has been
p resen ted , m ore  often than not, in apologetic fashion, 
with m uch confident explanation of h is m anifold de­
fects; the chief complaint being that he lacked the 
sym pathetic im aginative tem peram ent fo r revealing  
the finer l ite ra ry  e ffects, and so failed to le t us 
into the se c re ts  of the poetic appeal. But th is is  by 
no m eans the whole trouble; h is c ritic ism  has also 
been said to suffer from  sundry p re jud ices, from  a 
narrow  conception of what poe try  rea lly  i s ,  a s  w ell 
a s  from  his m ethods of form ing and pronouncing judg­
ment; while he has a lso  been denounced a s  a rig id  
m o ra lis t and a  determ ined foe of a ll innovation. A part 
from  th is , fu rth e r  alleged defects have been gathered 
from  iso lated  fragm ents of his doctrine and judgm ents, 
which, to rn  from  th e ir context and there fo re  d isto rted , 
have been accepted  as a sound basis  fo r a  final evalua­
tion . Thus he has been grouped, fo r in stance , among 
the n eo -c lass ica l c ritic s ; fo r  did he not m ake use of 
Bossu’s ca tegories in his trea tm en t of M ilton? Or 
again, that he w as surely  lacking in  the h is to rica l 
sense was held to  be indicated by his re fe ren c es  to 
the "savagery" of Elizabethan tim es,_and h is want of 
sympathy w ith yet e a r l ie r  pe riods of English poetry .
Then, too, th e re  w ere those unhappy com m ents on 
Lycidas and Gray; and besides a ll th is , to  h is judgments 
in  general he brought as h is te s ts  se ttled  princip les of 
h is own, w hereas the enlightened c r itic s  of a  la te r  day 
sought the touchstone of excellence in  the w ork of the 
poet i ts e lf . So th a t, a ltogether, despite substantial 
w ork in  connexion with Shakespeare and o th er English 
poe ts , he crea ted  in  the m inds of some the im pression  
of an  obtuse, dogm atic, and ponderous c r i t ic , who 
hindered, fo r the tim e being, an aesthetic  appreciation 
of l i te ra tu re , and was in  fac t little  m ore than a p ro sa ic  
c ritic  in  an age of p rose  .35
Surely, Atkins te lls  u s , th is lengthy indictm ent m ust be regarded  
"but a superfic ia l and shallow judgm ent," one which no doubt has gained 
what he assum e s to be i ts  wide currency  because i ts  fo rm ulators have 
viewed th e ir  subject in  the light of "19th-C entury theo ry  and p rac tice"
ra th e r  than the theory  and p ra c tic e  of the p reced ing  a g e . A tkins m akes i t  
c le a r , how ever, that his approach  to Johnson w ill re p re se n t  no ra d ic a l 
d ep artu re  from  the one he condem ns, fo r  he te lls  u s th a t, to be judged 
a rig h t, Johnson m ust be view ed "against an  18th-C entury background w ith 
i ts  spec ia l p rob lem s and i ts  shortened  horizon  w here p oe try  w as co n ce rn ed .' 
Obviously, the l ite ra ry  c r i t ic  whose reh ab ilita tio n  is  to  take place w ithin a 
context of sho rtened  poetic  horizons is  not destined  fo r tran sfig u ra tio n , and 
A tkins is  fo rced  to  concede a t  once th a t Johnson did indeed have se rio u s  d e ­
fe c ts . As a  m a tte r  of fac t, he goes on to adm it tha t a lm o st every  one of 
the  trad itio n a l objections w hich he has ju s t taken  note of is  valid , and, as  
m ight be expected , he concludes w ith the  m ost dam ning adm ission  of a ll:
O ver and above a l l  th is , how ever, w as h is  re lian ce  
on N ature o r re a so n  a s  his m ain  in s tru m en t fo r 
fo rm ing  l i te ra ry  judgm ent, "im agination" being  to 
him  m ere  " fan cy " . I t was a  te s t  which w as ta n ta ­
m ount to the p ro se  tinder standing o r good se n se , 
w ith  i ts  "intuitive percep tion  of w hat was fitting" 
and in  accordance w ith the dem ands of hum an n a ­
tu re ; but i t  w as a lso  one which, in  the absence  of 
an  im aginative e lem en t, fe ll sh o rt of be ing  the  
h ighest aesth e tic  touchstone, and could not bu t fa il 
to  sound the d eep e r m y s te r ie s  of the l i te ra ry  a r t .^ 7
How does Atkins in tend to upgrade the repu ta tion  of a  c r itic  who is  
unable to "sound the deeper m y s te r ie s  of a r t" ?  G ranted the contro lling  idea 
of h is  h is to ry , a s  C rane 's com m ents re v e a l , th e re  i s  only one avenue open 
to  h im , and he p roceeds to  a rgue  that Johnson w as not, a f te r  a ll ,  "a d e te r ­
m ined  foe of a ll  innovation ." On the c o n tra ry , A tkins not only dep ic ts
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Johnson a s  a  c r itic  who had an adm irab ly  flexible attitude tow ard change 
and an iconoclastic  contem pt fo r a rb i tra ry  and re s tr ic tiv e  ru le s , but a lso  
in s is ts  th a t he is  a g re a t c r it ic  because he hastened  the a r r iv a l  of the day 
when "the c r it ic a l  sp ir it, having le ft the reg ion  of the pure  in te llec t, [could 
so a rj free ly  in  the rea lm  of the imagination."®® It should be m ade c le a r , 
perhaps, tha t th is d iscussion  of Johnson’s c ritic ism  is  fa r  m ore  com pre­
hensive and apprecia tive  than tha t of A . Bosker. Unlike that w rite r , Atkins 
does m ake a concerted  a ttem pt to  e stab lish  the idea that Johnson's c ritic ism  
has in tr in s ic  va lue . In the end, how ever, h is  d iscussions a lm ost invariably  
come to r e s t  in  the contention that the Johnsonian w ork in  question is  im ­
portan t p r im a rily  because i t  paves the way fo r the m ore enlightened work 
of la te r  c ritics.® ^  F inally , we a re  left with the im pression  of a c ritic  
whose ideas about lite ra tu re  a s  a  guide to living have some m arg inal use - 
fu lness in  our tim e but whose re a l  claim  to  g rea tn ess  lie s  in  the feet tha t 
he is
a m a s te r  who helped in  changing the cu rren t of 
c r itic a l ideas . . .  in  c r itic a l h is to ry . Having 
m ade use of psychological te s ts  and having r e ­
vealed incidentally  the lim its  of the p ro se  u n d er­
standing fo r c r itic a l p u rposes, he unconsciously 
p rep a red  the way fo r the la te r  trium phs of those 
who m ade im agination o r  the higher reason  th e ir  
c rite r io n  of poetic  values. And fo r th is and o ther 
reaso n s h is  c la im s to g rea tn ess  a s  a c ritic  adm it 
of no dispute; even though he w as one who, "a tta in ­
ing h is fu ll purpose , lo s t h im self in  his own lu s t r e " .40
In sum m ing up our d iscussion  of English L ite ra ry  C ritic ism : 17th
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and 18th C en tu ries , we should perh ap s m ake i t  c le a r  why C ran e 's  com m ents 
on Atkins have been  juxtaposed w ith A tkins' com m ents on Johnson. In the  f i r s t  
p lace , a s  noted e a r l ie r ,  we should not overlook an  opportunity  to em phasize  
C ra n e 's  influence in  bringing  on a  rev iva l of Johnson’s c r it ic ism  in the 
y e a rs  following W orld  W ar II. H is rep ea ted  in sis ten ce  over a  long c a re e r  
that eighteenth cen tu ry  c r it ic ism  be studied fro m  the in s id e , in te rm s  of "why 
it w as th a t . . . v a rio u s  c r i t ic s  took the p a rtic u la r  positions they d id , " 
r a th e r  than  from  the  ou tside, "in  te rm s  of the h is to r ia n ’s su p e rio r knowledge 
of what is  tru e  and re lev an t in c r i t i c i s m ," obviously c le a re d  the way fo r  
im portan t " inside" stud ies of Johnson 's c r i t ic is m  by W . R . K east, Jean 
H agstrum , and M . H. A b r a m s .^  Secondly, and m ore  to the point, C ra n e 's  
rev iew  is  c ited  a t  som e length because  i t  em bodies the  b e s t explanation 
extant of the kind of tra p  which w r i te r s  on Johnson 's c r i t ic ism  tended to  
fa ll into betw een 1910 and 1940. It is  not suggested , of c o u rse , that A tk ins' 
a ttitude tow ard  Johnson is  iden tica l to that of O liver E lton, Louis C azam ian, 
P e rcy  Hazen Houston, Joseph E pes Brown, o r A . B osker, o r indeed th a t h is  
h is to ry  d a tes fro m  the n ineteen -tw en ties o r  th ir t ie s . Yet i t  is  obvious tha t 
A tkins sh a re s  the  a lm o st evangelical conviction of th ese  e a r l ie r  w r i te r s  that 
the  h is to ry  of E nglish  c rit ic ism  betw een the  access io n  of C harles II and 
th a t of V ic to ria  i s  a  sto ry  w hich, like m any a  n ineteenth  cen tu ry  novel, p ro ­
ceeds n a tu ra lly  f ro m  the m ost dep lorab le  of beginnings to  the happiest of 
end ings. G ran ted  such an a p r io r i  be lie f, no w r i te r  could re p re se n t Johnson
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as anything but a  m inor f ig u re . It did not rea lly  m a tte r , th e re fo re , whether 
he depicted Johnson a s  an  enem y of p ro g re s s , a f te r  the fashion of Bosker, 
o r a s  a libera liz ing  influence who had given c ritic ism  a helpful shove in  the 
r ig h t d irec tion , a fte r  the fashion of A tk ins. The upshot was the sam e: when 
c ritic ism  em erged into the sunlight, w here the im agination w as presum ed  
to so a r  again, Johnson rem ained  behind in  darkness , h is lim ited  purposes 
e ith e r fulfilled o r fru s tra te d , depending on the point of view operative .
An effort was m ade in  the p reced ing  chapter to  dem onstra te  that 
the approach which we have just been considering  is  fa r  m ore ch a rac te ris tic  
of the n ineteen-tw enties and th ir tie s  than of the V ictorian  period , and it  was 
argued  a t that tim e that the growing concern over Johnson's ro le  a s  a tra n s i­
tional c r itic  during these  y e a rs  is  one of the fac to rs  which fo ste r  the im p re s ­
sion  tha t his reputation  a s  a  c ritic  actually  suffered  som ething of a decline 
a fte r  1910. H ie d iscussion  ju st concluded c learly  supports the idea of such 
a decline . It m ay be reca lled  on th is point that, in the review  cited  above,
R. S. Crane sim ply equates A tkins' approach to  eighteenth century  c ritic ism  
with th a t which Saintsbury had used som e fifty y e a rs  e a r l ie r . Yet th is equa­
tion does not seem  altogether fa ir  to  Saintsbury, whose schem e w as, afte r 
a ll , f a r  m ore  flex ib le . To be su re , he m akes no bones about the fact tha t his 
h is to ry  was built on the idea  of a  p ro g re ss  of c ritic ism  culm inating in  the 
w ork of the English R om antics. As we have seen, how ever, he w as not so 
re s tr ic te d  by th is idea that he could not employ o ther c r ite r ia  along the way,
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and, a s  a consequence, Johnson em erges from  h is  pages as a  g rea t c ritic  
whose b est work sim ply tran scends i ts  tim e and therefo re  rem a in s a p e rm a ­
nent source of illum ination in the w orld of le t te r s .  No com parable figure 
em erg es from  the pages of Bosker and A tkins. Although these  w rite rs  also  
pursued  th e ir task  with one eye on the trium phs of nineteenth century  English 
c r it ic ism , they lacked the flexibility  to  adm it of trium phs of another so r t 
along the way, and so they w ere able to  concede to  Johnson only a s tric tly  
lim ited  h is to rica l significance.
The focus of th is  chap ter is  not the idea of a  Johnsonian decline a fte r 
1910, how ever, but ra th e r  the question of h is standing at the p resen t tim e .
A few pages back it  w as acknowledged that A tkins’ h isto ry  obviously cannot 
be c lass ified  with w orks published in the nineteen-tw enties and th ir t ie s . 
Although h is ideas do seem  highly congenial to those y e a rs , h is book was 
published, a fte r a ll, in  1951. To be su re , im portant w rite rs  have w arned 
tha t, a t the tim e of its  publication, A tkins’ h is to ry  was obsolete owing to the 
fac t that he had apparen tly  ignored v irtu a lly  a ll of the scholarly  w riting on 
h is  subject which had accrued  betw een 1920 and 1950.^2 The co rrec tiv e  
value of such w arnings is  a t best m arg in a l, how ever, and the fac t rem ains 
that A tkins' English L ite ra ry  C ritic ism : 17th and 18th C enturies is  a  lively , 
en terta in ing  and popular book. M oreover, it should be reca lled  a t th is  
point that B osker’s L ite ra ry  C ritic ism  in the Age of Johnson w as published 
in an unapologetic second edition in  1953. C ertain ly  we cannot afford to  ignore
174
the  fac t that two re c e n t h is to r ie s  of eighteenth cen tu ry  English c r it ic ism  - -  
a t le a s t  one of w hich m ust be recogn ized  as having som e influence — a re  
dom inated by a  fo rm u la  which is  f a r  m ore d e le te rious to Johnson’s c la im  to 
a  p lace  with the g re a te s t  c r i t ic s  than anything devised by the V ic to rians. The 
fac t tha t th is  fo rm ula  seem s to stem  m ore  from  the ea rly  tw entieth than 
fro m  the n ineteenth  cen tu ry  is ,  of c o u rse , le s s  im portan t to our p re se n t 
purpose than the fac t tha t i t  continues to affect Johnson 's repu ta tion  in a 
v is ib ly  adverse  w ay.
- r  v
During the tim e betw een Sain tsbury  and A tkins, o th er ideas w ere , 
of c o u rse , in the  a i r ,  and Johnson the c r it ic  w as evaluated from  points of 
view  rad ica lly  d ifferen t from  those  w hich we have ju s t been  considering .
One new point of view which c le a r ly  gave Johnson 's repu ta tion  a  boost is  m ore  
o r le s s  com m on to th ree  of the g re a te s t  au tho ritie s in tw entieth  century  
l i te ra tu re :  T . S . E lio t, F . R. L eav is , and Edmund W ilson. The f i r s t  of the 
th ree  to speak up in Johnson 's behalf was T , S . E lio t, perhaps the m ost 
im portan t and influential c r i t ic  of th is  cen tu ry  and certa in ly  the m ost im ­
p o rtan t to defend Johnson’s c r i t ic is m  in  the y e a rs  betw een the W orld W ars .
In view  of his w ell-know n in sis ten ce  on an ob jectiv ity  in p o e try  amounting 
to  depersona liza tion , and an equally  w ell-know n p rocliv ity  to  view lite ra tu re  
a s  a  spontaneous o rd e r which ad ju s ts  itse lf  from  tim e to  tim e to  accom m odate 
new m a s te rp ie c e s , E lio t 's  approach to  Johnson w as not obstruc ted  by e ith e r
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of the  two m ajo r stum bling b locks which, a s  we have seen , confounded so 
m any w r ite r s  on Johnson’s c r i t ic is m  in the f i r s t  half of th is  cen tu ry . H ie 
idea that each p o e t 's  inner re sp o n se  to  hum an experience  was to be rev e red  
a s  a  probably so u rce  of ineffable tru th  is ,  in fa c t, one of the assum ptions 
which E lio t found m o st objectionable in the R om antic trad itio n  a s  it  survived 
into h is own day , and in any event the idea of a  p ro g re s s  in  c r it ic ism  cu lm i­
nating in  such a pu re ly  subjective point of view did not re la te  to  h is  own way 
of looking at l i te r a tu r e .  Although it is  difficult to e s tim a te  the influence of 
E lio t 's  support on Johnson’s rep u ta tio n , it  seem s safe to assu m e that his 
opinions have been  im portan t. Indeed, even if he had not w ritte n  on Johnson 
so favorab ly , E lio t 's  p rec ise  and au thorita tive  application  of the w recking 
ba ll to Rom antic s te reo types du ring  the f i r s t  ha lf of the tw entieth  century  
would have to be  recognized  a s  a  p rim e  fac to r in  the re c e n t rev iv a l of 
Johnson 's c r i t ic is m ;
But E lio t did in  fa c t w rite  favorably  on th a t c r it ic ism  and h is 
a f f i n i t y  with h is  g re a t  p re d e c e sso r  continues to  be  a  sub ject of scho larly  
in te re s t .  In a  valuab le  essay  en titled  "D r. Johnson and M odern C ritic ism , " 
w ritte n  a lm ost two decades ago , Edw ard Em ley o b se rv es  a lm o st a s  a m a tte r  
of co u rse  th a t "E lio t, with good c au se , fancies h im self en  ra p p o rt w ith John­
son . . . [a n d ]  sh a re s  Johnson 's notions of the office of c r i t ic .  "43 M ore’ 
re c e n tly , Sean Lucy w rite s  th a t ,  although it is  d ifficu lt (ap a rt from  "the 
evident debt to  A rnold") to t r a c e  E lio t 's  ideas back to  specific  so u rc es ,
%
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influence of a genera l so rt is  easy  to see:
The c lo ses t to him  in sp ir it, of the g re a t English 
c r i t ic s ,  a re  Dryden and Johnson — who, in fac t, 
a re  fa r  c lo ser in  many ways than A rnold, T heir 
a ttitudes to the actual task s of c ritic ism  a re  as 
specialized and a u s te re  a s  that of E liot and have 
a lm ost certa in ly  had some effect on h is w ork. Both 
sh a re  his concern  fo r the quality of w riting  as such; 
both of them  employ the m ethods of com parison  and 
analysis in very  much the sam e way as he does him ­
se lf. Both have, as  he h as, a  c e rta in  grave  authority  
of to n e .44
Still m ore  recen tly , John Mowat has attem pted to  estab lish  a  fa r  m ore
specific re la tionsh ip  betw een the two c r i t ic s .  He points to clues in E lio t's
e a r l ie s t  c ritic ism  which he finds sufficient to  support the belief that from  the
very  beginning Johnson was a  profound influence on E lio t's  c r itic a l thinking.
F o r instance, he m aintains tha t, when E lio t
[advocatesj a passage in  D r. Johnson’s Life of Cowley 
to the re a d e rs  of h is  Introduction to the f i r s t  edition of 
The Sacred Wood, [hej slips into the m anner of the 
eighteenth century  c ritic  . . . [liisj rem a rk  distinctly  
echoes the tone and cadence of the c ritic  p re sc rib ed , 
and, w hether i t  w as E lio t's  intention or not, Johnson’s 
voice is  unm istakeably [s ic j h eard  in  E lio t's  s e n te n c e .^
M oreover, Mowat a rgues tha t Johnson ex erted  a  m ore complex influence in
E lio t’s famous review  of H. J. C. G rie rso n 's  Metaphysical L yrics and Poems
of the Seventeenth Century than has been here to fo re  recognized . I t  w ill be
instan tly  rec a lled  that, in  th is  m ost influential of tw entieth century  c r itic a l
e ssa y s , E lio t in troduces Johnson (whom he could sca rce ly  avoid) fo r the
purpose of taking exception to  h is conclusions about m etaphysical poetry;
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how ever, he challenges Johnson w ith a  g ingerly  dem eanor bespeaking p ro ­
found re sp e c t and in s is ts  th a t "we m ust not re je c t  the c r itic ism  of Johnson 
(a dangerous p e rso n  to  d isag ree  with) w ithout having m a s te re d  i t ,  without 
having a ss im ila te d  the Johnsonian canons of ta s te .  Mowat contends 
th a t Johnson’s influence is  re flec ted  not only in  exp lic it re fe re n c e s  and the 
d e fe ren tia l a ttitude of the w r i te r  but in the s tru c tu re  of the e ssa y  a s  w ell: 
"The c lose  a tten tion  E lio t pays to  Johnson in  th is  e ssa y  i s  m ore  than one 
of re fe re n c e ; he i s  read ing  the m etaphysica l poets w ith c e r ta in  p a ssag es  
from  the Life of Cowley v e ry  firm ly  in  h is m ind; i t  i s  a s  m uch a com m ent 
on Johnson a s  i t  i s  on Donne and his fo llo w ers . "^7
In M ow at's view , the p resen ce  of these  Johnsonian echoes in  
E lio t 's  c r itic ism  is  explained by the fact th a t Johnson’s id eas about g en era l 
na tu re  and E lio t 's  theo ry  of a  d issoc ia tion  of sen sib ility  in  p o e try  have a 
comm on locus in  the idea l of a  unified c u ltu re . In support of such a  common 
lo cu s , Mowat c ites  I r is  M urdoch’s in te rp re ta tio n  of E lio t 's  theo ry  a s  a 
sym bol ’’of the lo ss  . . . of a  unified w orld” and W alter Jackson Bate’s ob­
se rv a tio n  tha t Johnson’s "use of the w ord ’m ind’ an tic ipates E lio t’s p ro te s t
A O
ag a in st 'the d issoc ia tion  of se n s ib ili ty ."  In  addition, he poin ts to the 
in s is ten ce  of both c r i t ic s  on a  p oe try  w hich i s  capable of speaking to a ll 
m en equally:
T here  a re  . . .  in  E lio t’s thinking, signs of a te n s io n  
tha t is  no t v e ry  d iffe ren t from  Johnson 's; i f  Johnson 
s t r e s s e s  the fac t th a t p o e try  should be o f;such a na tu re
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th a t i t  can appeal to the com m on hum anity of a ll  
m en , E lio t p laces  h is em p h asis  on the p ro c e ss  by which 
the poet re a c h e s  th is  genera lity : both c r i t ic s  thus d if­
f e r  only in  d irec tio n  of em p h asis , and not in  e s s e n t ia ls .
The ten sion  o r conflict of opposites in  the m ind of each 
sp rings fro m  a  concern w ith the liv ing e lem en t in  l i t ­
e ra tu re ; and the m easu re  of the g re a tn e ss  of these  two 
c r i t ic s  can  be gauged by th e ir  a ttem pt to re so lv e  th a t 
ten sion  w hich gives l i te ra tu re  its  p ro tean  quality. ̂  9
Obviously, M ow at's e ffo rts to t r a c e  the b asic  ideas of these  two 
c r i t ic s  to  a com m on stem  cannot fa il to  in trigue  u s , fo r , as E lio t h im self 
o b se rv e s , "we a re  alw ays im p re ssed  by a  repu ta tion  fo r  in fluence, a s  in ­
fluence is  a  fo rm  of po w er. Yet even  if  we a re  unable o r unw illing to  
see a s  m uch of Johnson in  E lio t’s c r it ic ism  as  he s e e s ,  we a re  obliged to 
recogn ize  w hat Mowat i s  on ta rg e t in  identifying Johnson 's appeal to  E lio t 
w ith the idea  of c u ltu ra l unity . Although Mowat fa ils  to deal w ith the m ost 
im p o rtan t question which h is  d iscussion  r a is e s  - - a  m a tte r  which we w ill 
take up a  few pages fu r th e r  along — he i s  unquestionably rig h t when he 
poin ts out th a t E lio t "has difficulty  in  concealing a w ish  fo r som e kind of 
s tan d ard  w hich he finds so enviably d isp layed  in  Johnson and h is  a g e . 
Specifically , w hat E lio t finds m ost rew ard in g  in  Johnson is  an  exam ple of 
a c r i t ic  a t  w ork  w ithin an  hom ogeneous cu ltu re . In fac t, i t  is  p re c ise ly  in  
h is a ttitude tow ard  Johnson’s cu ltu ra l m ilieu  th a t E lio t’s approach d iffe rs  
so rad ic a lly  from  th a t of so m any o th er w r i te r s  whom we have exam ined 
in  th is  and the  p reced ing  chapter: w hat the o th e rs  had condescended to  as 
a context of sho rtened  poetic  horizons E lio t obviously se e s  a s  a  cu ltu ra l
179
so lidarity  which allowed Johnson to p rac tice  a c ritic ism  which was "purely
l i te r a r y ."  In h is  f i r s t  extended re m a rk s  on Johnson’s c ritic ism  in  The Use
of Poetry and the Use of C ritic ism , published in  1933, E liot speculated that,
without what had been popularly  described  fo r over a hundred y e a rs  as the
lim ita tions of h is  age, Johnson could not have been so g rea t a c r it ic  a s ,
in  E lio t 's  m ind, he undoubtedly w as:
[TJhere is  a philosophic b o rd erlin e , which you m ust 
not tra n s g re s s  too fa r  o r too often, if  you w ish to 
p re se rv e  your standing as a c r it ic , and a re  not p r e ­
p a re d  to p resen t y o u rse lf a s  a  ph ilosopher, m eta ­
physic ian , socio log ist, o r psychologist in stead .
Johnson, in  these  re sp e c ts , is  a type of c ritic a l 
in teg rity . Within h is lim ita tions , he is  one of the 
g re a t c ritic s ; and he is  a g rea t c r it ic  p a rtly  b e - {
cause he keeps w ithin his lim ita tio n s . When you 
know what they a r e , you know w here you a r e . Con­
sidering  a ll the tem ptations to which one is  exposed 
in  judging contem porary  w riting , a ll  the p rejud ices 
which one is  tem pted  to indulge in  judging w rite rs  of 
the im m ediately  p reced ing  generation , I view John­
son’s Lives of the Poets as a m aste rp iece  of the 
jud ic ia l bench. . . . We shall have, in  the n ine­
teen th  century, se v e ra l vagaries to contem plate, of 
c r it ic s  who do not so m uch p ra c tis e  c ritic ism  as 
m ake use of i t  fo r o ther p u rp o se s . Fox Johnson poetry  
w as s till poetry , and not another th ing. Had he lived 
a  generation l a t e r , he would have been obliged to look 
m ore  deeply into the foundations, and so would have 
been unable to  leave us an  exam ple of w hat c ritic ism  
ought to he fo r a c iv ilisa tion  which, being settled , 
has no need, while i t : la s ts , to enquire  into the function 
of i ts  p a r t s . 52
E liot tu rned  to  th is  sam e them e a decade la te r .  As Mowat obse rves, 
how ever, th e re  is  a  noticeable change in  h is tone. The la te r  e ssay  "shows
180
a m arked  drop in  confidence . . . [the] em phatic  note is  m issing; the b a re ly  
d isgu ised  leaning tow ards Johnson is  underlined  by a  c e rta in  note of hum ili­
ty . "53 i t  seem s c le a r  enough th a t the note of hum ility  which Mowat de tec ts  
in  th is  e ssay  has i ts  ro o ts  in  E lio t’s in c re a se d  em phasis on the ra d ic a l 
d isp a rity  betw een Johnson 's cu ltu ra l m ilieu  and h is own. E lio t acknowledges 
th a t he : is  p r im a r ily  occupied" w ith the ta sk  of try in g  to reduce  som e of the 
obstac les to the app rec ia tion  of Johnson a s  a  c r i t ic "54 and seem s painfully 
aw are th a t the m ost fo rm idable  of th ese  i s  p re c ise ly  tha t c ircum stance  
which he h im se lf finds m o st valuable - -  the fac t tha t Johnson w rote c r i t i ­
c ism , and apparen tly  w as content to w rite  c r it ic ism , w ithin a  se ttled  
soc ie ty . E lio t, recogn iz ing  a t  the ou tse t th a t such a  re la tionsh ip  betw een 
c ritic  and socie ty  is  an  a lien  concept to  the m id-tw en tie th  cen tu ry , a ttem p ts 
to explain  why i t  h as  p laced  Johnson a t  a  disadvantage w ith m odern  re a d e rs :
One re a so n  fo r indifference to  [Johnson 's] c r itic ism , 
i s  th a t he w as not the in itia to r  of any poe tic  m ove­
m en t. . . . D ryden, and Coleridge in  p a rtn e rsh ip  
w ith W ordsw orth, re p re se n t fo r  us som ething new in  
p o e try  in  th e ir  t im e . What Dryden w rote  about 
p o e try  i s  th e re fo re  m ore  exciting  than w hat Johnson 
w ro te . In h is  c r i t ic a l  e s sa y s , he w as outlining laws 
of w ritin g  fo r  two generations to come: Johnson 's 
view i s  re tro sp e c tiv e , D ryden, concerned with d e ­
fending h is  own way of w ritin g , p roceeds from  the 
g e n e ra l to  the p a rtic u la r: he a ffirm s p rin c ip le s , 
and c r it ic iz e s  p a r tic u la r  p o e ts  only in  illu s tra tio n  
of h is  argum ent; Johnson, in  the  course  of c ritic iz in g  
the w ork of p a r tic u la r  poets - -  and of poe ts  whose 
w ork  w as ended - - is  led  to  g e n e ra liza tio n s . T heir 
h is to r ic a l situations w ere  quite d iffe ren t. It is  not, 
in  the long ru n , re le v an t to our judgm ent of an
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a u th o r 's  g re a tn e ss , w hether he com es a t the b e g i n n i n g  
of an  age o r a t the end; but we a re  inclined to favour
unduly the fo rm e r .55
As M owat o b se rv es , E lio t is  m ore w illing  in  th is la te r  e ssa y  than 
he had been ten  y e a rs  p rev io u sly  to concede tha t Johnson's c u ltu ra l m ilieu  
had em bodied se rio u s  lim ita tio n s . E lio t points specifically  to two of these  
lim ita tions: the lack  of a h is to r ic  sense which had rendered  Johnson and 
m any of h is co lleagues incapable of app recia ting  canons of ta s te  o ther 
than  th e ir  own, ^ 6  and re lig io u s  lim ita tions w hich had p rec luded  a  d is ­
crim ina tion  "between the re lig io u s  poetry  of public w orsh ip , and the 
re lig ious p o e try  of p riva te  e x p e rien c e . "57 But he continues to in s is t  that
Johnson was in  a  position , a s  no c r i t ic  of equal 
s ta tu re  has been  s in c e , to w rite  p u re ly  l ite ra ry  
c r it ic ism , ju s t because he w as ab le  to  assum e 
th a t th e re  w as a g en e ra l a ttitude tow ards l ife , and 
a  comm on opinion a s  to the p lace of p oe try  in  i t . 58
N eedless to say, the p rob lem  which E lio t i s  a ttem pting  to  solve 
s tem s from  the fac t th a t the "g en e ra l a ttitude tow ards life"  which Johnson 
sh a red  w ith h is re a d e rs  has b roken  up , and i t  is  c le a r  th a t he view s the 
re su ltin g  in tru s io n  of e x tr a - l i te r a ry  considera tions into the c r it ic ism  of 
p o e try  as a  p a r t  of a  genera l d e te rio ra tio n  of c iv ilization . M oreover, he 
recogn izes tha t the p ro c e ss  is  i r re v e rs ib le  and perhaps a lso  th a t the gulf 
which se p a ra te s  Johnson the c r i t ic  from  the tw entieth  cen tury  re a d e r  is  
unbridgeable. I t is  d ifficult to  re a d  any re a lly  hopeful signs in  h is  d isc u s­
sion  of the decline of c r itic ism  following the publication of the  L ives of the 
Poets:
[IJt is  rem arkab le  that Johnson's Lives of the Poets 
is  the only m onum ental collection of c ritic a l studies 
of English poets in  the language, w ith a  coherence, 
a s  w ell a s  an am plitude, which no other English 
c ritic ism  can c la im . It is  worth while asking o u r­
se lves why no la te r  w ork of c ritic ism  is  of the same 
kind. Nineteenth century c ritic ism , when i t  has not 
belonged p rim a rily  to the category of scho larly  r e ­
se a rc h , the p resen ta tion  of the ascerta inab le  facts 
about one author o r  ano ther, has tended to be som e­
th ing  le ss  pu re ly  l i te ra r y . With Coleridge, c ritic ism  
m erges into philosophy and a theory  of aesthe tics; 
w ith Arnold, it  m erges into e th ics and propaedeutics, 
and lite ra tu re  becom es a m eans tow ards the fo rm a­
tion of charac ter; in  some c r i t ic s , of whom Pater is  
a  specim en, the su b jec t-m a tte r of c ritic ism  becom es 
a  p re tex t of another kind. In our own day, the influ­
ence of psychology and of sociology upon l i te ra ry  
c ritic ism  has been very  no ticeab le . On the one hand, 
these  influences of social d iscipline have enlarged 
the field of the c r i t ic , and have affirm ed, in  a world 
which, otherw ise is  inclined to deprecia te  the im ­
portance of l i te ra tu re , the re la tions of lite ra tu re  to 
l i f e . But from  another point of view th is enrichm ent 
h as also  been an im poverishm ent, fo r the pu re ly  l i t ­
e ra ry  values, the appreciation  of good w riting  fo r its  
own sake, have becom e subm erged when lite ra tu re  is  
judged in  the light of o ther considera tions. That th is 
has happened, m ust not be a ttribu ted  e ith e r  fo r appro­
val o r d isparagem ent to individual c r i t i c s . It is  
sim ply that the conditions under which lite ra tu re  is  
judged sim ply and natu ra lly  as lite ra tu re  and not 
another thing, no longer p rev a il. F o r such judgment 
of lite ra tu re  to  be the norm al and na tu ra l task  of the 
c r it ic , a  se ttled  society  is  necessary ; a  definite and 
lim ited  public, in  the m idst of which th e re  would be a 
sm a lle r  num ber of persons of ta s te  and d iscrim ination , 
w ith the sam e background of education and m a im ers .
It m ust be a society  which believes in  itse lf , a society 
in  which the d ifferences of relig ious and po litica l views 
a re  not ex trem e . Only in  such a  society can the stand­
a rd  of a  common sty le of good w riting  become e s ta b ­
lished  and unquestioned. T hat is  the kind of society
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fo r which Johnson w ro te . It is  evidence of the change 
of soc ie ty , a c c e le ra te d  in  our own tim e , a  change 
which b rings inev itab ly  a  change in  the consciousness 
of the l i te ra ry  c r i t ic  h im self, th a t in  a ttem pting  to 
exp lain , to  m y se lf and to  m y audience, the p ecu lia r  
in te re s t  of Johnson’s c r it ic ism , I am  fo rced  to put 
m y se lf a t  a  point of view so v e ry  d ifferen t from  his 
own, and in trude the suggestion of soc ia l background 
which has becom e the n e ce ssa ry  concern  of c r i t i ­
c ism . 59
As E lio t s ta te s  i t ,  the p rob lem  sim ply defies solution. How can a  
c r itic ism  which is  so interw oven in  the fab ric  of a coheren t culture of the 
p a s t be m ade re lev an t to an age which is  seem ingly devoid of anything 
re sem b lin g  a sense  of com m unity? E lio t is  c le a rly  aw are  tha t the im petus 
of m odern  society  is  cen trifuga l and that a  fragm ented  society  can only 
produce a  fragm en ted  l i te ra tu re  which by its  v e ry  n a tu re  tends to idea lize  
not a  com m on sty le  but ra d ic a l uniqueness of s ty le . F u r th e rm o re , he is  
aw are of what happens to c r it ic ism  when o rig ina lity  in  the sense  of unique - 
n e ss  becom es the one and only guiding light: "o rig inality  . . . m ay cease  
to be v irtue  a t a ll; and when s e v e ra l poe ts , and th e ir  resp ec tiv e  groups of 
a d m ire rs , cease  to  have in  com m on any s tan d ard s of v e rs ifica tio n , any 
identify  of ta s te  o r  of tene ts  o f be lief, c r itic ism  m ay decline to an a d v e r­
tisem en t of p r e f e r e n c e ." ^  N ev erth e le ss , he endeavors to  face the p rob lem  
square ly  and, a t  the  sam e tim e , to s trik e  an a ffirm ative  note:
The conclusion th a t no w ork com parable to  The 
L ives of the Poets could be w ritten  to -d ay , should 
not lead  us e ith e r  to  elevate  Johnson to a  p innacle , 
and lam ent the decline of civ ility  which m akes such
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c ritic ism  im possib le; n o r should i t  on the o ther hand 
tem pt us to tre a t  these  e ssay s  m ere ly  a s  a  cu rio sity  
of no b earing  upon our actual p ro b lem s. T heir f i r s t  
value is  a value which a ll  study of the p a s t should 
have fo r us: that it  should make us m ore  conscious 
of what we a r e , and of our own lim ita tio n s , and give 
us m ore understanding of the world in  which we now 
live . T heir secondary value i s ,  that by studying 
them , and in  so doing attem pting to put ou rse lves a t 
th e ir  a u th o r 's  point of view, we m ay rec o v e r som e 
of the c r i te r ia  of judgm ent which have been d isap p ea r­
ing from  the c ritic ism  of poetry .
The c r i te r ia  which E lio t has been talking about have to do not with 
the p o e t's  philosophy o r  subject m a tte r  but with the idea of a common 
s ty le . He has em phasized tim e and again, how ever, tha t a common style 
can ex ist only w here a  comm unity of be lief p re v a ils . T herefo re , the f i r s t  
value he a ttribu tes  to Johnson's c ritic ism  com pels u s , if  we accept i t ,  to 
do p rec ise ly  what he has just fin ished advising us not to  do: th a t i s ,  to 
"elevate Johnson to a  pinnacle, and lam ent the decline of civ ility  which 
m akes such c ritic ism  im p o ssib le ."  We a re  com pelled to  do so because the 
second value em bodies a  stipulation which is  sim ply not v iab le . E liot 
acknowledges in  the extended quotation given above that the change in 
society  between Johnson 's day and our own has brought "inevitably a change 
in  the consciousness of the l i te ra ry  c ritic  h im self, " and he is  not able to 
say exactly  how the iso la ted  m odem  c ritic  is  to  sim ulate the consciousness 
of a  c r it ic  who w rote, unselfconsciously, w ithin and fo r a se ttled  society .
To be su re , he seem s to  advise som ething like a  specific  course  of action
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in  h is  rem a rk s  on Johnson’s penchant fo r  m aking m o ra l and sty lis tic  judg­
m ents which a re  m ore  o r  le s s  in separab le . In doing so , however, he is  
fo rced  to recognize that he is  advocating an approach which is  rad ically  
d ifferen t from  Johnson’s; and, once again , the problem  stem s from  his 
inability  to m ake any m eaningful d istinction  between the ideal of a  common 
style and the idea l of cu ltu ral so lidarity :
If we w ere ag reed  upon the na tu re  of the w orld  
we live in , on the place of m an in  i t  and on h is 
destiny; if we w ere  ag reed  as to  what we m eant 
by w isdom , by the good life fo r the individual 
and fo r society , we should apply m o ra l judgm ents 
to  poe try  as confidently as did Johnson. But in  an 
age in  which no two w rite rs  need agree about any­
thing, an age in  which we m u st constantly adm it 
tha t a poet w ith a  view of life  which we believe to 
be m istaken , m ay w rite  m uch b e tte r  poe try  than 
ano ther whose view is  the sam e a s  ou r own, we 
a re  forced  [to a b s tra c t a r t is t ic  values from  ideas J; 
and, in  m aking [th is ab strac tio n j, we a re  tem pted 
to  ignore, w ith unfortunate r e s u lts ,  the m o ra l value 
of poetry  a ltoge ther. So tha t, of a  poet’s view of 
life , we incline to ask , not " is  i t  tru e? "  but " is  i t  
o rig inal?  "62
E lio t 's  m ain point, in  sh o rt, is  that "Johnson was in  a  position , a s  no c r it ic  
of equal s ta tu re  has been s in ce , to w rite  purely  l ite ra ry  c ritic ism "  p r e ­
c ise ly  because he did not have to m ake any such a b str a c t io n .^
The foregoing d iscussion  brings se v e ra l in te res tin g  questions to 
m ind. A ssum ing tha t the m odern  c r it ic  can m ake the abstrac tion  rec o m ­
m ended and a rr iv e  a t what he considers a  " ju st valuation of the a r t is t ic  
m e rit"  of a  given work of a r t ,  how can he be su re  tha t h is  valuation w ill
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be widely recognized a s  having im portance com parable to (or indeed separab le  
from ) the view of life se t fo rth  in that w ork of a rt?  M oreover, granted  tha t 
h is valuation is  recognized a s  im portan t, how can he be su re  tha t i t  will 
subsume the conflicting points of view which a re  bound to a r is e  on any ques­
tion reg a rd ed  a s  im portan t in  the m odern w orld of le tte rs?  Obviously, he 
can have no such a ssu ran ce  and m ust recognize th a t, in  m aking his valuation, 
he is  speaking up as a p a rtisa n  among bands of p a rtisa n s , each of which 
holds i ts  own point of view to be sac red  and — m odern c ritic ism  being 
what i t  is  - -  each of which tends to go fo r the jugular of any contestant.
In sh o rt, he m ust adopt p rec ise ly  the argum entative stance which Eliot 
finds so d istas te fu l.
E lio t’s problem  in  th is reg a rd  i s ,  of cou rse , strongly  rem in iscen t 
of Matthew A rnold’s cen tra l problem  a s  a  poet and a  c ritic : the problem  
of being profoundly re levan t to a ll  segm ents of a  d isin tegrating  society  
without dealing w ith any of them  on th e ir  own divisive and corrupting te rm s . 
M ore specifically , E lio t's  suggestion th a t, through studying Johnson's 
c ritic ism , we m ight recap tu re  some of h is c r i te r ia  seem s close to A rno ld 's  
theory  of touchstones — h is idea that m odem  m an m ight somehow le a rn  
to  w rite  poetry  in  the grand style by contriving sta lagm ites to  m atch the 
s ta la c tite s  depending from  the p a s t. Im plic it in  both approaches is  the 
ra th e r  futile hope that a  lo st sense of community m ight be recovered  through 
l i te ra ry  m ean s. Both c r it ic s  seem  aw are, how ever, that the species of
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poetry  and the species of c ritic ism  which they a re  respective ly  advocat­
ing a r is e  na turally  from  a cu ltu ral so lidarity  a lready  existing, and that 
the p ro cess  cannot be r e v e r s e d .^4 Once a  c ritic  becom es conscious of 
the fact that his assum ptions about "the nature of the world we live in  [and] 
the place of m an in  i t  and on h is destiny" a re  not un iversally  held , he b e ­
comes incapable of w riting  the so r t of unselfconscious c ritic ism  which, 
in  E lio t's  opinion, Johnson w rote so adm irab ly .
Indeed, as the re s u lt  of E lio t 's  seem ing inability  to w rite  th is so rt 
of unselfconscious c ritic ism  in  the e ssa y  under consideration, Johnson 
em erges from  his pages not as  a useful example of a  p rac tic in g  c ritic  but 
ra th e r  as a powerful symbol of lo st cu ltu ral unity. It was rem ark ed  e a r l ie r  
on th is sco re  that E lio t m ust be reg a rd ed  a s  having exerted  a considerable 
influence on Johnson's tw entieth century  repu ta tion . G enerally speaking, 
h is introduction of a  rad ica lly  new and, as i t  tu rned  out, profoundly in ­
fluential point of view in  c ritic ism  obviously helped to  c lea r the way for a 
genera l re a p p ra isa l of Johnson the c r i t ic .  M oreover, the im portance of 
his specific defense of Johnson during y ears  when, as  we have seen , John­
son 's reputation  as a  c ritic  was probably  a t i ts  low est ebb cannot be s tre s se d  
too m uch. Yet we should not overlook the fact th a t h is effo rts to re la te  to his 
con tem poraries the quality which he found m ost valuable in Johnson's c r i t i ­
cism  ended in  paradox i f  not fa i lu re . F o r E lio t, th a t quality obviously in ­
hered  in  the inextricable rela tionsh ip  between the c ritic  and h is  cu ltu ra l
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m ilieu , and i t  could not be rekindled (except perhaps poetically), in  an age in 
which such a  rela tionsh ip  is  seem ingly im p o s s ib le .^  This question of E lio t's  
ab ility  to bridge the gulf between the m odem  re a d e r  and Johnson in  a  s tr ic tly  
p ro sa ic  sense is  the one which M ow at's e ssa y  r a is e s  but seem s not to cope 
w ith . C ertainly , i t  is  a  point which m e rits  considerable a ttention.
In tu rn ing  from  T . S. E lio t to F . R. L eavis, we a re  faced with a 
s im ila r  if  somewhat le s s  d ram atic  c a se . While no one has advanced an 
extended argum ent fo r m assive Johnsonian influence in  the w ork  of L eavis, 
Edward Em ley has designated him in  passing  as a  c ritic  whose position d e ­
r iv e s  "partly  from  E liot, and p a rtly  from  Johnson h im self. "66  Leavis has 
shown signs tha t the c lassifica tion  m ay be ap t, adopting the title  of one book, 
The Common P u rsu it, from  E lio t’s e s s a y s ,  67 and the tex t ( e . g .  "not dog­
m atica lly  but de libera te ly") of ano ther, The G reat T radition , from  Johnson's 
Preface to  Shakespeare . 6 8  Beyond a doubt, he i s ,  like E lio t, fascinated  w ith 
the exam ple which Johnson provides of a  c ritic  a t w ork in  a  coherent cu ltu re .
It should be made c le a r  a t once, how ever, that Leavis is  fa r  m ore 
severe  than E lio t in the m a tte r  of a ttribu ting  se rious lim ita tions to  the r e ­
lationship which Johnson enjoyed with h is m ilieu . Although he is  intrigued 
by the concept of a culture in  which a poet o r c ritic  could assum e that "The 
ideas he wants to ex p ress  a re  adequately provided fo r . . .  in  the common 
cu rrency  of te r m s , put together according  to the conventions of g ram m ar 
and lo g ic ," he explains th a t, in  h is opinion, such an  assum ption rendered
Johnson incapable of understanding language of a  m ore profoundly m eaning­
ful na tu re  which he encountered in  S hakespeare, language which exp lo res 
" fu rth e r below the public su rface  than conventional exp ress ion  tak e s  cogni­
zance of [and p u sh es] beyond the fro n tie rs  of the charted . Indeed,
L eav is en d o rse s , a lb e it without attaching the custom ary  onus to i t ,  the  
venerab le  idea tha t Johnson 's c r it ic a l understanding  had been lim ited  to 
p ro se : "p rose  sta tem ent [ is ]  the only use of language Johnson understands . . 
he cannot ap p rec ia te  the life -p rin c ip le  of d ram a  a s  we have i t  in the poetic -
c rea tiv e  u se  of language - -  the  use by which the stuff of experience is  p re -
70sented  to  speak and ac t fo r  i ts e lf . " M oreover, L eavis a lso  seem s to  a c ­
cep t the idea of a p ro g re s s  in  c r i t ic is m , noting th a t, although Johnson had 
seen  through the folly of the u n itie s , he had s till  been unable to a r r iv e  a t 
any insight into d ram atic  theory  com parab le  to  C o leridge 's  "willing suspen­
sion  of d isbe lief" : "The subtlety  of an a ly sis  th a t C oleridge, with h is  psycho­
log ical inw ardness, is  to  b ring  into c r it ic ism  is not a t Johnson's com m and.
But i t  can be sa id  th a t Johnson, with h is  ra tio n a l v igor and the d ire c tn e ss  of 
h is  appeal to experience , re p re se n ts  the b e s t th a t c r i t ic ism  can do befo re  
C oleridge.
On the o ther hand, how ever, L eavis in s is ts  th a t Johnson "is a  c la ss ic  
qua c r it ic  [w hose c ritic ism ] is  alive and life -g iv in g ," and he leav es no 
doubt in our m inds that the life-g iv ing  qua litie s of th a t c r itic ism  have th e ir  
ro o ts  in the "positive" l i te ra ry  trad itio n , unpara lle led  in any o ther period
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of English h is to ry , in which Johnson lived  and w r o t e . ^  Hence h is  re m a rk s  
on Johnson’s unselfconscious approach to l i te ra tu re  seem; c lo se  in sub­
stance to  E lio t 's  contention th a t, because  he had not fe lt  the need to  question 
the  foundations of h is  trad itio n , Johnson had been fre e  to p ra c tic e  a  c r it ic ism  
which w as purely  lite ra ry :
To be tra in ed  in  so positive  a  trad itio n  is  to have 
form ed strong an ticipations as to the kind of d is ­
c rim in a tio n  one w ill have to  m ake, and w ithin the 
fie ld  to which the an ticipations a re  re levan t they  
favor quickness of pe rcep tion  and su ren ess  of 
judgm ent. (An analogy: the "native" tra c k e r  
owes h is sk ill not to  a n a tu ra l endowment of 
m arvellously  good sigh t, but to analogous a n tic i­
pations: knowing the kind of thing to look fo r , 
he is  quick to p e rc e iv e , and being habituated to  
the significance of the v a rio u s  signs, he is  quick 
to app ra ise  and in te rp re t, )^3
Concerning Johnson’s ex p ertise  a s  a tra c k e r  on h is  own ground, L eav is no tes
e lsew here  th a t "I m yself judge tha t Johnson d isc rim in a te s  w ith som ething
approaching in fallib ility  betw een what is  strong  and what i s  weak in the
eighteenth cen tu ry .
L eav is does not, of c o u rse , lay  s t r e s s  com parab le  to  th a t of E lio t on 
the n ecess ity  of recap tu ring  Johnson 's c r i te r ia .  But he is  p lain ly  concerned 
w ith the p rob lem  of acquiring  l i te ra ry  ta s te  in our day, and, in ano ther con­
tex t, he explains why the m odern  c r i t ic  is  com pelled to adm it th a t Johnson 
enjoyed enviable advantages:
[I]t is  not m ere ly  the am ount [of m odern  l i te ra tu re ]  
th a t is  the trouble; th e re  is  the he te rogeneity . The
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acquiring  of ta s te  is  probably m ore difficult to-day 
than  it ever was befo re . Consider fo r co n tra s t the 
eighteenth century . Not only w ere there  f a r  few er 
books to re a d , few er top ics and few er d istrac tions; 
the century  enjoyed the advantages of a hom o­
geneous — a re a l — c u ltu re . So Johnson could de­
fe r  to the u ltim ate au thority  of the Common R eader.
F o r the Common R eader rep resen ted , not the g rea t 
h e a r t  of the people, but the com petent, the cu lti­
va ted , in general; and these rep resen ted  the cu ltu ral 
trad itio n  and the standards of ta s te  it inform ed. 75
Thus, although L eav is ' d iscussion  of Johnson's cu ltu ral trad itio n  and 
the standards of ta s te  it inform ed does not betray  the homing instinct which 
so c lea rly  m arks E lio t’s pages, som e com parable feeling is nevertheless 
tlie re  in sufficient strength  to support Edward E m ley 's belief that L eavis 
would like to  do fo r m odern l ite ra tu re  what Johnson, in E m ley’s opinion, 
had done fo r the l ite ra tu re  of the eighteenth century: "im pose a unity and 
estab lish  an o rd e r . "76 As we have ju st seen, how ever, the m ajo r point which 
E liot and L eavis se t out to  m ake is  that Johnson was not confronted w ith the 
problem  of im posing a unity and establish ing  an o rd e r in the l ite ra tu re  of 
h is age. Indeed, they in sis t from  f i r s t  to  la s t  that he w as able to  w rite  
the kind of c r itic ism  he w rote p rec ise ly  because he w as re a re d  up in an 
existing l ite ra ry  trad ition  of unparalle led  unity and o rd e r . Consequently, 
E m ley 's conclusion that, as  of 1951, Johnson's m odem  influence was r e ­
s tr ic ted  p rim a rily  to E liot and L eav is , while tru e  enough in one sen se , surely  
fa ils  to give sufficient em phasis to the quixotic nature of that influence:
The c r it ic s  in te res ted  in lite ra tu re  as a  re f le c ­
tion  o r outgrowth of cu ltu re  and trad ition , such
m en as E liot and L eav is, give evidence of having 
re a d  Johnson carefu lly  and sym pathetically , and if 
[my ita lics] they could fo rget th e ir  aw areness of 
the chaos of th e ir  own age, and focus upon som e­
thing they could call a common cu ltu re , they would,
I believe, be content to  do fo r th e ir  tim e what John­
son did fo r h is: in te rp re t th e ir  age to itse lf  and to 
succeeding g en era tio n s. To c r i t ic s  of th is  type,
Johnson is  m ore im portan t a s  a  guide and se rv es  
as a b e tte r  exam ple of what they would do than 
even so g re a t a  c r it ic  as  C o leridge .77
N eedless to  say, Em ley touches lightly  on an " if” of staggering im plications. 
It is  a lm ost certa in ly  because they a re  so acutely aw are  of the chaos of th e ir  
own age and of m odern m an’s u rgent need fo r som ething resem bling  a com ­
mon cu ltu re  that E liot and L eavis (the la t te r  to a le s s e r  extent, perhaps) 
w rite  about Johnson the c r it ic  in a  m anner which often seem s downright 
poignant.
Edmund W ilson is  the la s t  c ritic  whom we shall consider under the 
heading of those who re g a rd  l ite ra tu re  a s  a reflection  of cu lture and t r a d i­
tion . W ilson has not w ritten  extensively on Johnson n o r , in what he has w rit­
ten , paid much attention to  the re la tio n  of Johnson’s c r itic ism  to its  cu ltu ral 
m ilieu . H is re m a rk s  c le a rly  belong in the sam e context with those of Eliot 
and L eav is , how ever, for ,  like them , W ilson inclines to  the Olympian 
p ro spect ra th e r  than the  rig id  philosophical system  in  c r it ic ism , and, a lso  
like them , he issu es  judgm ents of a weighty and re flec tiv e  nature which few 
seem  able to  ignore. His com m ents on Johnson appear in a review  of K rutch ' 
Samuel Johnson which he w rote fo r the New Y orker in  1944. In th is rev iew ,
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W ilson not only rev ea ls  som e of h is  own ideas about the function of c ritic ism  
but a t the sam e tim e devotes a good b it of attention to  what he considers 
the exasperating  tendency of academ ic w rite rs  to "underm ine th e ir  sub- 
jec ts  o r explain them  away. Although offering high p ra ise  fo r  K ru tch 's 
biography, he does not absolve him en tire ly  from  th is academ ic ta in t and 
notes that he had displayed in an e a r l ie r ,  p re -p ro fe sso ria l w ork, The Modern 
T em p er, "a much m ore definite point of view as a c r it ic  of l ite ra tu re  in r e la ­
tion  to life  and of life in re la tio n  to h is to ry . "^9 put  in  the m idst of h is lec tu re , 
W ilson does give Johnson's c ritic ism  th is  passing  boost:
The rom antics and th e ir su ccesso rs  have c rea ted , 
by exaggerating Johnson’s lim ita tions, an unfair 
p rejudice  against him  as a  c r i t ic .  A ctually , the 
L ives of the Poets and the preface and com m entary 
on Shakespeare a re  among the m ost b r illia n t and 
the m ost acute docum ents in the whole range  of 
English c r it ic ism , and the p roducts of a m ind which, 
so f a r  from  being parochially  local and hopelessly  
cram ped by the ta s te  of i ts  age, saw lite ra tu re  in a 
long perspective  and could respond to  the hum anity 
of Shakespeare as w ell a s to  the wit of P ope.80
In summing up our d iscussion  in th is section, we should note that the 
support of E lio t, L eavis, and W ilson obviously exerted  considerable influence 
in  launching the c u rre n t rev iva l of Johnson's c r it ic ism . It was rem ark ed  
e a r l ie r  in th is  connection that K ru tch ’s Samuel Johnson seem s to m ark  the 
s ta rting  point of th is  m ost recen t rev iv a l. Surely the notion that it does 
constitu te such a landm ark  is  supported by the fac t that W ilson 's com m ents, 
a s  w ell a s some of those of L eav is , w ere  f i r s t  published in  favorable review s
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of K ru tch 's  book. In any event, the appearance a t about the sam e tim e  of 
K ru tch 's  b iography, E lio t 's  la te r  e ssa y , and the e ssay s  of L eav is and W il­
son c le a r ly  p in -po in ts tine m id n in e teen -fo rtie s  as a m ajo r turn ing  point in  
Johnson’s m odern  fo rtu n es . It should be s tre s se d  again , how ever, tha t the 
quality  which E liot and L eavis c e leb ra te  in Johnson 's c r i t ic is m  — the 
c r i t i c 's  unselfconscious sense  of involvem ent in a  hom ogeneous cu ltu re  - -  
is  one which is  apparen tly  n o n -tran sfe rab le  to our tim e .
*  *  sje *
In noting that T . S. E lio t helped to c le a r  the way fo r  f re s h  a p p ra isa ls  
of Johnson 's c r i t ic ism  by attacking Rom antic s te reo ty p es , we should have 
m ade i t  c le a r ,  p e rh a p s , th a t som e of the re a p p ra is a ls  which E liot apparen t­
ly p rec ip ita ted  cannot be said  to have enhanced Johnson 's standing. T hese 
a d v erse  a p p ra isa ls  com e, n eed less  to say , in the wake of the fam ous essay  
on the m etaphysica l p o e ts , ft w ill be re c a lle d  th a t, in  propounding h is 
theo ry  of a  d isso c ia tio n  of sen sib ility , E lio t a rg u es  tha t the m etaphysical 
sty le  had not, a s  Johnson believed, been  som ething outside the  m ain stream  
of English poetry  but ra th e r  "som ething perm anen tly  va luab le , which sub­
sequently d isap p ea red , but ought not to have d isappeared . Although he 
acknow ledges tha t "Johnson has h it, p e rh a p s  by acciden t, on one of th e ir  
p e c u lia r itie s "  in observing th a t the a ttem p ts  of the  m etaphysica ls  w ere  
"alw ays ana ly tic , " E liot c r it ic iz e s  him  fo r  failing  to recogn ize  tha t they had 
" a fte r  the d issoc ia tion  . . . put the  m a te r ia l  together again  in  a new un ity . "8 2
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E lio t 's  e ssa y  i s ,  of c o u rse , g e n e ra lly  c re d ite d  w ith g iv ing  an im m ense  l if t  
no t only to  the Donne rev iv a l but to  the  developm ent of the  c r it ic a l  school 
w hich seem ed to  take  charge  of the Donne rev iv a l in  the  la te  n ineteen - 
th i r t ie s ,  the so -c a lle d  New C r itic is m .
As everyone is  a w a re , the  New C r itic s  — m o st notably John C row e 
R ansom , C leanth B rooks, and A llen  T ate  — se ized  upon the  idea th a t the 
m etaphysica l poets put th e ir  m a te r ia l  to g e th er again  in  a  new unity and  d e ­
veloped it into a  dom inant fo rce  — p e rh ap s the dom inant fo rce  - -  in  m o d ern
09
A m erican  c r i t ic is m . The pub lication  in  1939 of C lean th  Brooks' M odern  
P oe try  and the T ra d itio n , one of s e v e ra l m an ifes to s  of the  New C r i t ic is m , 
gave a  c le a r  ind ica tion  of how th is  dynam ic new idea  w as to  a ffect John­
so n 's  standing a s  a  c r i t i c .  In h is  p re fa c e , Brooks ta k e s  note of the fa c t 
th a t "the p rev a ilin g  conception of p o e try :is  s t i l l  defined  fo r  u s  by the  a c h ie v e ­
m en t of the R om an tics"  and com plain s about a  p ra c tic e  in  l i te ra ry  h is to ry  
w hich we have d isc u sse d  a t som e leng th  h e re , the  p ro c liv ity  of n ineteen th  
and e a r ly  tw en tie th  cen tu ry  h is to r ia n s  to  assu m e "the R om antic p e rio d  [ to  b e ]  
th e  one, fa r -o f f , d iv ine event to w ard  w hich the w hole c o u rse  of E ng lish  
p o e try  m o v es. Brooks then  go es on to  exp lain  th a t "we axe w itn ess in g  
(o r p e rh a p s  have ju s t  w itnessed ) a  c r i t ic a l  revo lu tion  of the  o rd e r  of th e  Ro­
m an tic  R evolt" w hich re q u ire s  u s  to  re v is e  ou r m o st fundam ental id e a s  on 
th is  s c o re . ^  A t th e  c e n te r  of the  new rev o lu tio n  i s ,  o f c o u rse , th e  id e a  of 
m etapho r a s  som ething m o re  than  ado rnm en t. A s B rooks explains i t ,  m etaphor
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is  p re c ise ly  the  concept which explains the "new unity" achieved by the
m etaphysical p o e ts . In o th er w ords , m etaphor is  obviously not rem ovable
86from  a good poem : "The com parison  is die poem  in  a s tru c tu ra l sen se . "
Such a  revo lu tion  in c r i t ic a l  d ieo ry  p lainly  ca lls  fo r  the trad itio n a l 
battlegrounds to be red raw n , but i t  is  c le a r  fro m  Brooks’ d iscussion  tha t 
they w ill not be red ra w n  in  any way that is  advantageous to Johnson. W hereas 
the m ajo rity  of c r i t ic s  and sc h o la rs  had, fo r  over a  cen tu ry , p itted  d ie  
English R om antics against a ll c o m e rs , Brooks c a lls  fo r a new alignm ent 
of those who understand  the functional na tu re  of m etaphor, the  M etaphysi­
c a ls  and die M oderns, against those  who do no t, the N eo c lass ic is ts  and the 
R o m a n tic s .^  The upshot fo r  Johnson is  obvious. He is  to  be  p laced in the 
sam e bag w ith h is  Rom antic d e tra c to rs  and consigned w ith them  to die l i t ­
e ra ry  m orgue — as  b e fo re , outside the m a in stream  of c r it ic ism  a lbe it in  
in te res tin g  new com pany.
hi view of th e ir  prom inence in tw entieth  cen tu ry  le t te r s ,  the opinions 
of R ansom , B rooks, and T ate  a r e ,  of co u rse , of g re a t in te re s t  to u s . Yet 
these  c r i t ic s  a re ,  a s  ind icated , preoccupied  w ith m etaphysical p o e try . T h is 
is  not to say , how ever, that th e ir  in te re s t  h as  been  confined to Donne and 
h is school. Indeed, a s  Brooks h im self exp la ins, "K we a re  in te res ted  in  
getting  a t the  c o re  of m etaphysica l p o e try , we should not be  su rp rise d  if we 
find that we a re  dealing w ith som ething basic  in  a ll p o e try , poe try  being 
e ssen tia lly  o n e . N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  although th e ir  a im s a re  com prehensive ,
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th e ir  approach h as been highly specia lized , and a s  a  re su lt Brooks and h is 
co lleagues have tended to think of Johnson p rim arily  in te rm s of the Life 
Cowley, the one work in which he is ,  if not en rap p o rt with the New 
C ritic ism , a t le a s t  operating on its  philosophical wave length. Accordingly, 
we sha ll re tu rn  to  these  w rite rs  in  the chap ter which follow s. Of p roper 
concern  fo r us now, how ever, a re  the two recen t h is to rie s  of c ritic ism  which 
a re  w ritten  from  the New C ritic s ' point of view: Rene W ellek 's m ulti-volum e 
A H istory  of M odern C ritic ism , 1750-1950, and a  h is to ry  which Brooks 
w ro te  in collaboration with W illiam  K . W im satt, J r . , L ite ra ry  C ritic ism ,
A Short H isto ry .
To be su re , no attem pt is  m ade h e re  to a ttach  the label of New C ritic
to Rene W ellek o r to  suggest that he is  a  d iscip le of T . S. E lio t. Yet his
ideas obviously underg ird  the position generally  assoc ia ted  w ith Ransom ,
Brooks, and T a te , fo r , like them , W ellek seem s convinced that no c ritic ism
can be valid  which does not recognize the autonomy of the work of a r t .  In
h is  view , th e re fo re , m odern c rit ic ism  begins with the efforts of the G erm an
R om antics to account fo r the d isc re ten e ss  of poetry:
In a  . . .  narrow  sense we can speak of rom antic  c r i t i ­
c ism  as the estab lishm ent of a  d ialectical and sym ­
bo lis tic  view of p o e try . It grow s out of the organic 
analogy, developed by H erder and Goethe, but p ro ­
ceeds beyond it to  a  view of poetry  as a  union of oppo­
s ite s , a  system  of sym bols. In G erm any th is view 
w as in constant danger of becom ing m ystical and thus 
of losing its  g rip  on the  aesthetic  fac t itse lf , but in 
the Schlegels and a  few c r i t ic s  around them  a sa tis fy -
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ing theory  of poetry  was developed which guarded 
its  fences against em otionalism , n a tu ra lism , and 
m ystic ism  and successfu lly  combined sym bolism  
with a profound g rasp  of l i te ra ry  h is to ry . This 
view seem s to  m e valuable and substan tia lly  tru e  
even today. We find it a t tha t tim e , outside of 
G erm any, only in  two prom inent c r itic s : C ole­
ridge and Hugo. 90
As w ill read ily  be anticipated, the h is to ria n  who thus em phasizes the 
philosophical b a s is  of c ritic ism  is  not like ly  to find much that w ill p lease  
him  in Johnson's m ore o r  le s s  p ragm atic  approach to  l ite ra tu re . Indeed, 
believing a s  he does tha t sound c r itic a l ideas tu rn  up in England only a fte r  
Johnson’s departu re  fro m  the scene , W ellek cannot even g ran t him  a t r a n s i ­
tional ro le  in  a meaningful continuum . Instead , he describes  Johnson as a 
w anderer betw een two w orlds, one who was incapable of re la ting  to e ither:
D r. Johnson i s ,  of co u rse , no ro m an tic is t o r  even 
unconscious fo re ru n n er of rom an tic ism : he is  
ra th e r  one of the f i r s t  g re a t c r i t ic s  who has alm ost 
ceased  to understand  the nature of a r t ,  and who, in 
cen tra l p a ssag es , t r e a ts  a r t  a s  life . He has lo st 
fa ith  in a r t  a s  the c la s s ic is ts  understood it and has 
not found the rom antic fa ith . He paves the way fo r a 
view which m akes a r t  rea lly  superfluous, a m ere  
vehicle fo r the com m unication of m o ra l o r psychologi­
cal tru th . A rt is  no longer judged as a r t  but a s  a 
p iece o r s lice  of l i f e .91
Wellek sees th ree  m ajo r s tra in s  in Johnson's c r itic ism , s tra in s  which 
(inevitably, in  h is opinion) w ere  often in conflict with one another: these  a re  
re a lis m , d idac tic ism , and what W ellek c a lls  ab strac tio n ism , an in sistence  
on "general and transcendental tru th s"  and a  "condem nation of the p a r tic u la r ,
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the loca l and tra n s ie n t, a  th e s is  which [Johnson} fo rm ula ted  possib ly  m ore  
sh arp ly  than any o ther c r i t ic  of high r e p u te ."92 As m ight be expected , 
the m a jo r conflict is  seen  to in h e re  in  Johnson 's d e s ire  to  see  hum an e x ­
perience  re p re se n te d  re a lis tic a lly  and, a t the sam e tim e , to see  conven­
tional m o ra lity  fo s te re d  through p re c e p t o r exam ple . In th is  connection, 
W ellek co n sid ers  Johnson's dem and fo r poetic  ju s tic e , p a r tic u la r ly  in  L e a r ,
n o
O thello , and M easu re  fo r M easu re , to have been  "obtusely l i te ra l  m inded. 
M o reo v er, he be lieves tha t Johnson 's in sistence  on tru th  r a th e r  than  f ic ­
tion  led  him  into even g re a te r  e r r o r s  of judgm ent on L ycidas and E lo isa 
and A belard . Concerning Johnson 's charge tha t Lycidas w as devoid of 
s in c e re  g rie f , W ellek notes tha t
Johnson does not re a liz e  that the re q u ire m e n t of 
s in c e re  g r ie f  in  the p o e t h im self, though ju s t i ­
fiable by H oratian o r  even  A ris to te lian  p re c e p ts , 
does away w ith th ree  q u a rte rs  of the w o rld ’s l i t ­
e ra tu re  and in troduces the  standard  of the ind i­
v idual experience of the  au th o r, w hich i s  both 
indeterm inable  and a es th e tica lly  f a l s e . 94
On the o th e r hand, W ellek d isqualifies Johnson 's e s tim a te  of E lo isa  
and A belard  a s  "one of the m o st happy productions of human w it"  on the 
grounds th a t, c o n tra ry  to what Johnson believed, the  s to ry  had its  ro o ts  
not in  fac t but in  "a  highly sen tim en ta lized  and fic tiona lized  v e rs io n  of the 
le t te r s  by Bussy de Rabutin [which i s j  a t  se v e ra l rem o v es from  h is to r ic a l
tru th . "95
W ellek a lso  iden tifies a conflic t betw een Johnson 's penchant fo r  the
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a b s tra c t and h is  "actual p ra c tic a l love of life , of i ts  concrete  p a r t ic u la r i ­
ty . "96 N ev erth e le ss , although he obviously sees  lit t le  m e r it  in  a b s tra c t  
n e o c lass ic ism , W ellek c ite s  i t  a s  a  sa lub rious influence on Johnson owing 
to  the fac t tha t i t  gave him  what sligh t pu rch ase  he had on the idea of a r t  
a s  a  re a lm  unto itse lf :
The a b s tra c t n eo c lass ic ism  c lashes w ith the new 
re a lism ; but the fo rm e r , w hile deplorab le  in  i ts  
desicca ted  a b s tra c tn e s s , did som ething fo r  Johnson: 
i t  gave him  a hold on a r t ,  som e view of the na tu re  
and function of a r t  which would not sim ply identify 
i t  w ith a  s lice  of life , se lec te d  and judged by m o ra l 
s ta n d a rd s . 97
W ellek a lso  finds in  the d iscussion  of the  un ities  an indication  tha t Johnson 
w as not to ta lly  blind to  the na tu re  of a r t  and o b serves th a t ,rIn these  a rg u ­
m ents Johnson c o rre c tly  g ra sp s  what m odem  aesth e tic ian s would c a ll 
’a e s th e tic  d is ta n c e .” '9® M oreover, he no tes w ith approval th a t "Johnson 
w as not only touched but deeply involved in  the g en era l awakening of the 
h is to r ic a l sense  and specifica lly  in  the rev iv ed  in te re s t  in  e a r ly  E nglish  
l i te ra tu re  and in  l i te ra ry  an tiq u arian ism  and h is to rio g rap h y . "99 F inally , 
he is  w illing  to  concede w hat no one h as e v e r  re a lly  denied - -  tha t Johnson 
w as com petent in  h is  own backyard:
D r. Johnson’s c r itic ism  . . .  is  not defeated by the 
conflicting th e o rie s  of r e a l is m , m o ra lism , and what 
is  h e re  ca lled  a b s tra c tio n ism . The th re e  s tran d s w ere  
no doubt reconcilab le  in  h is own m ind . . . . The th ree  
m otifs . . . a re  kept in  balance and s tre s se d  a c c o rd ­
ing to context, a lte rn a tin g  by tu rn s , apparen tly  w ith­
out a  c le a r  consciousness th a t these  c r i te r ia  lead  to
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very  d ifferent conclusions about the natu re  of a r t  
and the value of p a rtic u la r  works of a r t .  Johnson 
w rote valuable analyses of many c r it ic a l  questions 
from  one o r sev era l of these  points of view and en ­
joyed a  positive apprecia tion  of a  whole body of l i t ­
e ra tu re  access ib le  to him  within the lim its  of h is
In the end, how ever, "Johnson’s incom prehension of the cen trally  
m etaphorical ch a rac te r of p o e t r y i s  a  deficiency which cannot be m iti­
gated, and, although W ellek does not display any p a rtic u la r  anim osity 
tow ard h is subject, h is  judgment of him adheres so s tr ic tly  to the le tte r  
of the law a s  he sees  i t  tha t one rev iew er, Harold S. W ilson, c h a rac te rize s  
h is d iscussion  a s  "an argum ent fo r the p ro se cu tio n ." ’̂  Another rev iew er, 
Northrop F ry e , finds the severity  of W ellek 's chap ter on Johnson somewhat 
m ore  congenial. Since F rye  stands a t the helm  of the m ost fashionable 
c ritic a l m ovem ent to sp ring  up in  re c e n t y e a rs , the so -ca lled  m yth-and - 
symbol school, h is re m a rk s  obviously c a rry  some w eight. He u ses  the 
occasion of h is review  of Wellek*s h is to ry  to denigrate not only Johnson 
but a lso  anyone claim ing to find m e r it  in  Johnson's c ritic ism :
The account of Samuel Johnson brings out adm irably  
h is curious d is tru s t  of the c reative  power itse lf , 
which m akes i t  obvious that m ost of the people who 
chortle  about old Sam 's stu rdy  common sense a re  
re a lly  looking fo r some kind of rationalized  
P h ilis tin ism . ^03
W im satt and Brooks dedicate th e ir  l i t e r a r y  C ritic ism , A Short H istory 
to  Rene W ellek and approach th e ir  sub ject from  a point of view which the
honoree  could sc a rc e ly  find o b jec tio n ab le . They s t a r t  out w ith two notions
f irm ly  in  m ind: f i r s t ,  th a t th e re  i s  a  "continuity  and  in te llig ib ility  in  the
h is to ry  of l i t e r a r y  a rg u m en t, " and, second, "that a  h is to ry  of l i te ra r y
id ea s  can s c a rc e ly  e scap e  being  w ritte n  from  a  po in t of v iew . ” 104 p o r  the
a u th o rs , the  continuity  in  th e  h is to ry  of l i t e r a r y  debate  is  grounded  in  the
p reoccupa tion  of a l l  c r i t ic s  in  a l l  ages w ith the  sam e  fundam ental questions
W hat doe s a  poem  say  th a t is  w orth  l is te n in g  to?
W hat does c r i t ic is m  say? The e n tire  co u rse  of 
l i t e r a r y  th eo ry  and c r i t ic is m , from  the  tim e  of 
P lato  to the  p re s e n t ,  has in  e ffect been  occupied 
w ith  p roducing  m o re  o r  le s s  acu te  v e rs io n s  of 
th o se  questions and  m o re  o r  le s s  a c c u ra te  and 
te llin g  a n s w e rs . 105
F o r  W im satt and  Brooks a s  fo r  W ellek, how ever, the  only r e a l ly  s a t i s ­
fac to ry  a n sw e r to  th ese  questio n s is  to  be found in  the idea of a r t  a s  en tity . 
They a re  sc a rc e ly  equ ivocal on th is  sc o re :
[OJur fina l v iew , im p lic it in  our whole n a rra tiv e  
and in  w ha tever m om ents of a rg u m en t we m ay  have 
a llow ed o u rse lv e s , h a s  been th a t " fo rm "  in  fac t e m ­
b ra c e s  and p e n e tra te s  "m e ssa g e "  in  a  way th a t c o n s ti­
tu te  s a  d eep e r and m o re  su b s tan tia l m ean ing  than  
e i th e r  a b s tra c t  m e ssa g e  o r  se p a ra b le  o rnam en t . . . 
the poe tic  d im en tion  is  ju s t  th a t d ra m a tic a lly  u n i f i e d  
m ean ing  w hich i s  co te rm in o u s w ith f o r m .  106
Since the a u th o rs  be lieve  th a t th is  u ltim ate  concept e m e rg es  in  England 
th rough  a  fu sin g  of B ritish  e m p ir ic ism  and G erm an  m etap h y sic s  in  the  p e r ­
son  of Sam uel T ay lo r C o leridge , th e re  can be fro m  th e ir  poin t of view no 
room  a t  the  inn  fo r  Sam uel Johnson. 107
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Indeed, Johnson is  in troduced  ra th e r  om inously in  th e ir  h is to ry  a s  
a  m ajo r fa c to r  in  "the la s t  enfeebled exaggera tion" of the N eoclassical 
idea  of the u n iv e rsa l, -̂08 an  id ea  which, we a re  subsequently  to ld , is  un­
able in  any of i t s  sev era l se n se s  to "com pletely explain o r  justify  the neo ­
c la ss ic  th eo ry  [o r givej a  su ffic ien t account of p o e try . "109 3 ^  sub ­
stan tia l re sp o n s ib ility  fo r the  chap ter on Johnson is  tha t of W im satt, who, 
a s  everyone i s  aw are , is  a  d istingu ished  Johnson sch o la r a s  w ell as a 
d istinguished c r i t ic .  H is affection  fo r h is subject is  ev iden t, and perh ap s 
a s  a  consequence he is  not ab le  in  Johnson's case  to  hew so closely to the 
th eo re tica l line  a s  W ellek had  done. As we have seen , com m ents on John­
so n 's  c r it ic ism  have been c h a ra c te r iz e d  fo r  over a  cen tury  by what m ight 
be called conflic ts of head and h e a r t ,  and W im satt*s d iscu ssio n  of Johnson 
suggests th a t even  New Haven i s  unable to provide an  absolute  sanctuary  
from  such d iff ic u ltie s . The follow ing d isc la im e r m ight be c ited  a s  a  lapse  
in  te rm s  of the  au th o rs ' r a th e r  d o c trin a ire  approach , a lb e it a  very  hum an 
and engaging one:
A s fo r Samuel Johnson, he is  the G reat Cham of 18th- 
cen tu ry  English l i te r a ry  c r it ic ism , a m am m oth  p e rs o ­
n a lity  who w as m o re  capacious than  any a b s tra c t  d i­
m ension  of c r i t ic a l  th eo ry . We su rround  him  here  
w ith  the a tm osphere  of the c la ss ic  u n iv ersa l because 
h is  cham pionship of th a t view i s  a  late  clim ax in  i ts  
h is to ry  and a p p e a rs  to  be h is  d istinc tive  contribution  
to  18th-century  c r i t ic is m . As a  la te  c la s s ic a l g iant, 
how ever, he is  even  m ore in te re s tin g  fo r the com ­
p lex ity  and so m etim es inconsis ten t de ta il of h is view s.
N ear the close of our d iscussion  of n e o -c la s s ic ism ,
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i t  w ill be app rop ria te  to dwell fo r  a few pages on th is  
cu riously  rounded, o r  sq u a red -o u t, f i g u r e . I l l
But i f  W im satt loves the offender, he yet d e te s ts  the offense.
Identifying Johnson a s  a  c r it ic  who "p artic ip a ted  heavily  in  the ra t io n a lis ­
tic  and psychological tre n d s” of h is  cen tu ry , W im satt equates the value 
of h is "constan t appeals from  l i te ra ry  convention to a  genera l knowledge 
of life and l i te ra tu re "  w ith th a t of h is  "am ateu r e m p iric ism "  in  c h em is try  
and physiology. H 2 M oreover, like W ellek, he recogn izes Johnson a s  a  
lib e ra liz in g  influence; bu t since Johnson 's lib e ra l im pu lses do not lead 
tow ard  the lig h t, he is  seen  a s  a  te rm in a l r a th e r  than  a tran s itio n a l figu re:
Johnson w as not a t  h e a r t  a  c r it ic  acco rd ing  to the 
n eo c lassic  sp e c ie s . He never w ro te  anything a p ­
p rox im ating  A ddison’s s e r ie s  of S pec ta to rs a p p ra is -  
ing  P arad ise  L ost acco rd ing  to the ca teg o ries  laid  
down by n eo -A ris to te lian ism . His notorious d is ­
gust a t L ycidas w as p a r t  of a  p re ro m an tic  p r e f e r ­
ence fo r  n a tu re  over the fo rm al spec ies  and the 
conventions of the p a s to ra l. In h is  Shakespeare 
P reface  he not only defended the "m ingled" genre 
of trag ico m ed y , but . . . gave m em orab ly  vigorous 
ex p re ss io n  to  th a t re je c tio n  of the un ities of tim e 
and p lace (as no tru e  illu s io n s) which had  been u n d er­
way in  E ng lish  c r itic ism  since . . . D ryden’s d a y . H - 3
If Johnson 's appeal fro m  c r itic ism  to n a tu re  i s  recognized  a s  a 
lib e ra liz in g  im pu lse , how ever, i t  is  a lso  recogn ized  a s  a  p rob lem  owing 
to  h is tendency, a s  in  R am blers 52, 125, 156, and 158, to leave the question 
of p re c ise ly  w hat i s  tru e  to  n a tu re  to  the "p lea su re s  of the voting aud ience, "114 
which p ra c tic e  W im satt condem ns e lsew here  a s  "The Affective F a llacy .
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In addition , i t  i s  to  be an tic ip a ted  th a t W im satt w ill d ep lo re  "the deg raded  
condition of m etap h o r, and the g e n e ra l o rn am en ta lism  of s ty lis tic  th e o ry ” 
a s  th e se  e igh teen th  cen tu ry  phenom ena a re  re f le c te d  in  Johnson 's c r i t ic a l  
though t. He acknow ledges th a t "A c e r ta in  m yopic l i te ra l is m  w as u n ­
doubtedly one o f the  lim ita tio n s  of [Johnson’s j  c r i t ic a l  th eo ry  and p ra c tic e "  
and goes so f a r  a s  to m ain ta in  th a t Johnson 's "stubborn  lac k  of in te r e s t  
in  p re se n ta tio n a l analogy" had p rev en ted  h im  fro m  reco g n iz in g  the d if ­
fe re n c e  betw een a  slow h e x am ete r and a  f a s t  h e x am e te r  in  even so  congenial 
a  poe t a s  Pope.
But th e  one g re a t o v e rr id in g  ob jec tion  to  Johnson 's c r i t ic is m , fo r  
W im satt a s  fo r  W ellek, is  the lack  of the  ph ilo soph ical m ach in e ry  r e q u i ­
s ite  fo r  an  u n d e r standing  of the  autonom ous n a tu re  of a r t ,  a  lack  w hich , in  
th e i r  opinion, re n d e re d  Johnson and h is  N e o c la ss ica l p re d e c e s s o rs  in c a p ­
ab le  o f u n rave ling  the com plex re la tio n  of a r t  to  life :
A r t ,  in  the c la s s ic  tra d itio n , p ro fe s se d  to  re n d e r  
r e a l i ty  through  a  t r ic k  of p re se n tin g  som eth ing  e ith e r  
b e t te r  o r  m o re  sign ifican t than  r e a l i ty .  But the  t r ic k  
obviously  and quite  often involved the  u n r e a l . F ou r 
a n tith e se s : re a l is m  v s . fan ta sy , h is to ry  v s . fic tion , 
p a r t ic u la r  v s .  u n iv e rs a l, r e a l  v s .  id e a l, w e re  sub ­
sum ed in  a  m ed ley  of w ays by the  c la s s ic  tra d itio n  
u n d er the b a s ic  a n tith e s is  n a tu re  v s .  a r t .  We have 
n o ticed  how som e of th e se  a n tith e se s  c lu s te re d  in  
the  c r i t ic a l  th ink ing  of Sam uel Johnson. And in  our 
en u m era tio n  of s e n se s  fo r  the  te rm  "g e n e ra l"  we 
have suggested  som e of the lo g ica l d an g ers  in h e ren t 
in  the  whole s itu a tio n .
In te rm s  of i ts  e ffec t on h is  rep u ta tio n  a s  a  c r i t ic ,  i t  is  ev iden t th a t
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the approach of W ellek, W im satt, and Brooks i s ,  i f  anything, even le ss  ad ­
vantageous to Johnson than that of the m ajo rity  of la te  nineteenth and early  
twentieth century  com m entators. As we have seen, these  e a r l ie r  w rite rs  
disqualified Johnson on the grounds of h is lack  of sympathy for the concept 
of the transcenden tal im agination; W ellek, W im satt, and Brooks disqualify 
him  fo r h is lack of sympathy fo r "the p rincip le  of im aginative co a le scen ce ." 
But w hereas w r ite r s  from  Saintsbury to Atkins had seen Johnson as a c ritic  
who was involved, one way o r the o ther, in  a  meaningful continuum, the 
w rite rs  we have ju st considered re p re se n t him  as the term inus of a dead 
trad ition  who w as not involved in  o r even aw are of the f i r s t  s tirr in g s  of 
the c ritic a l m ethod which they hold to be su p rem e .
In any event, the point of view rep re sen ted  in  A H istory  of M odem  
C ritic ism , 1750-1950 and L ite ra ry  C ritic ism , A Short H istory  is  an ex ­
trem ely  influential one. This being the c a se , we probably should not speak 
of a m odem  rev iv a l of Johnson’s c ritic ism  without m entioning in the sam e 
b rea th  tha t, in  the h is to rie s  of c ritic ism  which they have w ritten , the im ­
portan t m odern c r it ic s  we have touched on h ere  have no use for Johnson qua 
c ritic , except possib ly  a s  an analogue to the ho rrib le  exam ple which the 
late  Billy Sunday occasionally  stationed on the p latfo rm  beside h im .
?£» SjS 5^ J f
Influential a s  they have been, how ever, the New C ritics have not 
lacked vigorous opposition, and i t  m ay be reca lled  tha t som e of th e ir
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contestants have found Samuel Johnson to be a stu rdy  stick  with which to 
beat them . Yvor W inters, h im self no negligible figure in  contem porary 
c ritic ism , p rov ides a good case  in point. When the old Southern Review 
and the Kenyon Review, a t the tim e som ething close to the house organs of 
the New C ritic ism , issued  in  1940 a m anifesto calling  fo r the English d e ­
partm ents of the nation to cease and d e s is t the teach ing  of h isto ry  and begin 
the teaching of c ritic ism , W inters responded w ith the observation tha t "a 
c r itic a l understanding is  frequently  quite im possib le un less one knows a 
good deal of h is to ry "  and w ent on to explain that the p lan  was im p rac tica l 
in  any event owing to the paucity of competent c r i t ic s :
The num ber of people capable of doing valuable w ork 
in  l i te ra ry  c ritic ism  in any period  is  v e ry  sm all. A 
g rea t c r itic , indeed, is  the r a r e s t  of a ll  l i te ra ry  
geniuses: perhaps the only c ritic  in  English who d e ­
se rv es  the epithet is  Samuel Johnson. And the num ­
b e r of persons req u ired  to teach  English is  re m a rk ­
ably large ; fu rth er explanation seem s unnecessa ry .
In the late  n ine teen -fo rties , a  le s s  prom inent but perhaps no le s s  
indignant w r ite r , John Bard McNulty, a lso  pointed to Johnson, a c r it ic  who 
"scorned fin ick iness for the bold s troke , "119 a s  a helpful exam ple to m odem  
c r it ic s , who he believed w ere p rim a rily  engaged in  explaining "to an addled 
public that a ll  is  not idiocy tha t b a b b le s ." i2 0  ft wjXL doubtless occur to 
m ost re a d e rs  tha t M cNulty's re m a rk s  have a curious relevance to  those of 
E liot and L eavis, fo r what he seem s to  deplore, without explaining o r p e r ­
haps even r e a liz ing  it ,  is  the absence in  our day of a  positive trad ition
within which c ritic s  m ight, like the native tra c k e r  described  by L eavis,
m ake swift and decisive judgments:
[Johnson! gave to c ritic ism  things which i t  sadly 
lacks today — positiveness, flavo r, and p rin c ip le .
One of the  troub les w ith l ite ra ry  c ritic ism  today 
is  tha t i t  is  sicklied  over with the pale cast of too 
m uch m icroscopic thought. It is  " if f is h ." It loves 
although . . . y e t . I t lacks Johnson's boldness in  
distinguishing black from  whi t e . . . .  T here i s , 
for m e , m ore  in te llectual stim ulus in  the p rejudice 
of one sensible m an than th e re  is  in the carefully  
fram ed conclusions of fifty l ite ra ry  m e a su re rs  and 
w e ig h e rs . I get bogged down — we a ll  get bogged 
down — in  the "iffing" and "perhapsing" of these 
androgynes.121
Several y ears  la te r , Jam es R. Sutherland took die occasion of his
inaugural lec tu re  a t U niversity  College, London, to voice a m ore serious
com plaint. He exp ressed  the opinion tha t m odern c ritic ism , p a rticu la rly
as p rac ticed  in A m erica , had sim ply ceased  to re la te  to l ite ra tu re  in  any
m eaningful way:
M ore and m ore tw entieth-cen tury  c ritic ism  does 
show signs of becom ing an end in  its e lf , se lf-su f­
ficien t and se lf-im portan t; and m ore  and m o re , it 
seem s to m e, i t  is  being w ritten  by persons who do 
not g rea tly  care  about l i te ra tu re , but who a re  in te r ­
ested  in  m aking observations of one so r t o r another 
for which lite ra tu re  p rovides the n ecessa ry  m a te r ia ls . —
M ore specifically , he exp ressed  the concern that the new, m ethod-oriented
c ritic ism  was jeopardizing those qualities which had been essen tia lly
E nglish  in  English c r i t ic is m . In his v iew , English c ritic ism
is  distinguished by urbanity  and cheerfu lness, and 
is  not norm ally  quarre lsom e o r con troversia l; i t
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is  not ped an tic , but a d d re ssed  to the common r e a d ­
e r;  i t  is  ’w ell-in fo rm ed  ra th e r  than  learned ; open- 
m inded ra th e r  than  d o c trin a ire  o r  au th o rita rian .
The English  c ritic  h a s  aim ed a t com m unicating the 
enjoym ent which he h a s  rece ived  fro m  lite ra tu re , 
and, p e rh ap s , he has been m ore  concerned w ith 
doing th a t than w ith p a ss in g  judgm ent upon i t . He 
has been  in te re s te d  in  the m an who w rote a s  w ell 
a s  in  the  w riting , and in  lite ra tu re  a s  i t  deals w ith 
life and re f le c ts  hum an p e rso n a lity . 123
The four c ritic s  who b e s t exem plify these qu a litie s  a re , in  Su therland 's 
opinion, Dryden, Johnson, H azlitt, and S a in tsbury . (He om its  C oleridge, 
whom he re g a rd s  a s  the g re a te s t  of a ll ,  on the  grounds th a t he is  not ty p i­
ca l, and Arnold on the grounds th a t he "e levates [ l ite ra tu re ]  to  the sta tu s 
of re lig io n . ")124
S u therland 's re m a rk s  on Johnson a re  rem in iscen t of those of one of 
the c r i t ic s  whom he c ite s , G eorge Sain tsbury , and they m ake the point th a t 
c r itic ism  re a lly  h as  nothing m uch b e tte r  to o ffe r than the in tu itive  resp o n ses  
to  l ite ra tu re  of a m an  such as Johnson. He ad m its  that Johnson "is not, 
of co u rse , com pletely  c h a ra c te r is tic  of anything but h im s e lf ,"  and a lso  
th a t Johnson 's d isposition  tow ard  "es tab lish ing  c r it ic a l  p rin c ip le s  of un i­
v e rs a l  valid ity" i s  not one which i s  sh a red  in  equal m easu re  by the o ther 
th re e  c r itic s  whom he nam es. 125 gut he contends that "what i s  u ltim ately  
rem ark ab le  about Johnson a s  a  c r i t ic  i s  h is  independence and openness of 
m ind, concealed though i t  m ay often be by the dec is iveness of h is judgm ents 
and the resounding finality  of h is  p ro se  s ty le ."126  fti h is view , Johnson did
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not m easu re  l i te ra tu re  ag a in st a  p r io r i  s tan d ard s but tended ra th e r  to " tru s t 
to  h is own re a c tio n s , and  then to ju stify  them ; and th is  healthy p rac tic e  has 
on the whole come fa ir ly  eas ily  to  E nglish  c r i t ic s ,  who a re  not m uch given 
to allow ing what they  think they ought to  fee l to take p recedence  over what 
in  fac t they  do f e e l . "127
What is  m o st E ng lish  about Johnson 's c r it ic ism , in  Sutherland 's 
view, is  the in te re s t  he takes in  the m an who w rote the p oe try  he is  c r i t i ­
cizing, and S u therland 's re m a rk s  on th is  sco re  re f le c t  a point of view 
which is  a s  fa r  away from  the New C ritic ism  a s ,  p e rh ap s , i t  i s  possib le  
to  get:
One of the m a jo r  changes th a t have been tak ing  
p lace  in  tw en tie th -cen tu ry  c r itic ism  - -  though again  
m ore  no ticeab ly  in  A m erica  than in  th is  country  — 
is  a  tendency to d iscu ss  the poem s ra th e r  than  the 
poe t, and the poem  ra th e r  than  the  p o em s. The poem  
i s  being sub jected  to an  an a ly sis  of e v e r- in c re a s in g  
com plexity , but the fac t th a t i t  is  a  poem  by Pope o r  
W ordsw orth, and is  th e re fo re  - -  am ong o th er th ings, 
a t  le a s t — an  ex p re ss io n  of h is  m ind , and not ju s t  a 
beautiful sh e ll that the  c r i t ic  has p icked up on the 
l i te ra ry  beach , is  beginning to  count le s s  and le s s .
In so f a r  a s  th is  is  a  re a c tio n  from  too m uch p e r i ­
p h e ra l study of l i te ra tu re , an  o v e r-em p h asis  on 
biography, so c ia l and p o litic a l background, and so 
fo rth , one can have a good deal of sym pathy w ith the 
new concen tra tion  on the  w ork  of a r t  i ts e lf .  But, a s  
Sidney sa id  on ano ther occasion , "sh a ll the abuse of 
a  th ing m ake the r ig h t u se  odious?" F o r  Johnson, a t 
any r a t e , l ite ra tu re  is  a lw ays w ritte n  by m en and 
wom en, and a  p ro p e r understanding  of the a u th o r 's  
m ind and c ircu m stan ces  and c h a ra c te r  i s  fo r  him  p a r t  
of the c r i t i c 's  b u s in e ss . . . . Johnson 's l ife -a n d - 
le t te rs  approach  to  l i te ra tu re  has rem ained  c h a ra c te r -
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is t ic  of English c ritic ism  down to the p re se n t day, and 
i t  is  an approach which is  always likely to in te re s t the 
average re a d e r  m ore than that of the detailed  verba l and 
s tru c tu ra l analysis which has now becom e fashion­
able . 128
Sutherland 's d iscussion  gives us som e reaso n  to  believe that the t r a ­
dition of the urbane and scho larly  connoisseur, as exem plified in  the w ork 
of George Saintsbury, has not gone out altogether, a t leas t on the fa r  side 
of the A tlan tic . The im press ion  tha t i t  has not is  supported by a  review  
of Sutherland 's lec tu re  which appeared as a  lead a rtic le  in  the T im es L it-  
e ra ry  Supplem ent. The anonymous rev iew er deplored the fact that m odern 
c ritic ism  did indeed seem  to be break ing  away from  the trad ition  described  
by Sutherland. Of the new approach which th rea tened  to  supplant i t ,  he 
noted that "som ething new is  offered, but i t  lacks the guarantee of au thority  
fo r a ll i ts  haughty tone. "129 M oreover, in  re m a rk s  on Johnson, he laid  
p a rtic u la r  s t r e s s  on an idea  which is  anathem a to the New C ritic ism : "M r. 
Sutherland could have added tha t n e ither Johnson n o r Dryden in  th e ir  sinewy 
p ro se  ev er used what M ontaigne called  inkpot te rm s  to ex p ress  the con­
viction that l ite ra tu re  is  im portan t because, and only because, i t  deals 
w ith l i f e ." ! 30
Fortunately  fo r Johnson's reputation , perhaps, h is exam ple a s  a  
c ritic  has been found useful in  ways o ther than sim ply a s  a counter to  the 
a lleged m enace of the New C ritic ism . Im portant m odem  scho lars and 
c r it ic s  have dealt with Johnson in  a somewhat m ore  objective and com pre-
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hensive fashion, approaching h is c ritic ism  from  a point of view which is  
highly congenial w ith, if  not d irec tly  influenced by, the "inside" approach 
advocated by R. S. C rane. One of the f i r s t  and m ost prom inent of these 
c ritic s  to  speak up in  Johnson's behalf was M. H. A bram s, who published 
an essay  in  1942 defending Johnson against the long-standing charge that, 
because he had not been attuned to the m usic of Shakespeare and M ilton, 
he m ust be counted out a s  a  c ritic  o f p o e try . In th is essay , A bram s takes 
a  tack s im ila r  to that pursued  a t about the sam e tim e by Eliot and L eavis, 
for he a rgues that no c rit ic  in any age can fa il to  be unconsciously r e ­
s tr ic ted  by h is trad ition  in the m a tte r  of what he is  able to respond to in  
poetry:
W hatever a  r e a d e r 's  innate sensib ility , and how­
e v er definite h is c ritic a l p rin c ip le s , these  a t t r i ­
butes m ust finally engage w ith a poem through an 
in trinca te  se t of expectations and habitual reac tio n s, 
of which the re a d e r  h im self m ay be la rge ly  un­
aw are . F or sk ills  a re  sim ply advantageous h a b its .
The difficulty is  tha t habits which a re  advantageous 
fo r one kind of poetry  m ay be i l l  adapted to  poetry  
of a d ifferen t o rd e r . 131
D escrib ing  these  unconscious hab its a s  in te llectual e y e -g la sse s ,
A bram s goes on to  argue  tha t, i f  Johnson's spectacles focus w ith g re a te r
c la rity  on Dryden and Pope than on Shakespeare and Milton, he is  not to  be
sum m arily  disqualified , fo r no c ritic  can p o sse ss  spectacles which focus
on a ll poets equally w ell:
Johnson . . . w as one of our g rea te s t c r i t ic s , and 
m any la te r  c ritic s  have proved no le s s  lim ited  in
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the range  of th e ir  p e rcep tio n , w ithout m atch ing  John­
so n 's  v ir tu e s  of p a r t ic u la r i ty  and a c u te n e ss  of v is io n  
and candor in  judgem en t. If  Johnson re a d  M ilton and 
Donne th rough  the sp e c ta c le s  of Pope, W ordsw orth  
and C oleridge re a d  Pope through the  sp ec tac le s  of 
M ilton, w hile  m o re  re c e n t  c r i t ic s  have re a d  W o rd s­
w orth  and Coleridge and M ilton th rough  the sp e c ta c le s  
of D onne.
W hat a  c r i t ic  se e s  in  p o e try  is  the  r e s u l t  . . .  o f  both 
h is  conscious p r in c ip le s  and e s ta b lish e d  re s p o n s e s . If 
Johnson . , . w as not equally  ap t fo r  a ll  kinds of p o e try , 
no m o re  i s  any o th er r e a d e r .  F o r  th e re  is  no p e rfe c t 
c r i t ic ,  only m o re  o r  le s s  adequate c r i t ic s .  And a  
c r it ic  i s  adequate  fo r  h is  to ta l ta s k  in  p ro p o rtio n  to  
the  scope of h is  th eo ry , the ran g e  of M s ex p erien ce  
in  rea d in g , and the d e g re e  to  wMch M s re sp o n se s  
re m a in  adaptive to  u n fo reseeab le  l i t e r a r y  p o s s ib il i­
t i e s .  132
An equally  flex ib le  and even  m ore  ap p rec ia tiv e  e s tim a te  of Johnson 's
c r i t ic is m  is  to  be found in  A b ra m s ' The M ir ro r  and the L am p , a w ork
wMch w as f i r s t  pub lished  in  1953, and  which i s  now g en era lly  re g a rd ed  a s
the defin itive  study of E ng lish  R om antic  c r i t ic is m . A lthough M s p r im a ry
concern  i s ,  obviously , the E ng lish  c r i t ic s  of th e  e a r ly  n ineteen th  cen tu ry ,
A bram s does no t, like so  m any of M s p re d e c e s s o rs ,  r e p re s e n t  th e ir
acM evem ent a s  the u ltim a te  c r i te r io n  of c r i t ic a l  p ra c t ic e . On the c o n tra ry ,
he s ta te s  a t the  o u tse t M s conviction  tha t
A good c r i t ic a l  th eo ry  . . . has i t s  own kind of 
v a lid ity . The c r i te r io n  i s  not the sc ien tif ic  v e r i ­
fiab ility  of i t s  single p ro p o s itio n s , bu t the scope, 
p re c is io n , and co h eren ce  of the in s ig h ts  tha t i t  
y ie ld s in to  the  p ro p e r tie s  of sing le  w orks of a r t  
and  the  adequacy w ith wM ch i t  accoun ts fo r  d iv e rs e  
kinds of a r t .  Such a  c r i te r io n  w ill, of co u rse ,
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ju s tify  not one, but a  n u m b er of va lid  th e o r ie s , a l l  in  
th e ir  s e v e ra l w ays se lf -c o n s is te n t, ap p licab le , and 
re la tiv e ly  adequate  to  the  ran g e  of a e s th e tic  phenom e­
na; but th is  d iv e rs ity  is  not to  be d ep lo red . One le s so n  
w e gain  fro m  a  su rvey  of the  h is to ry  of c r i t ic is m , in
fa c t , is  the  g re a t  debt we owe to the  v a rie ty  o f the
c r i t ic is m  of the p a s t  . . . th e se  th e o rie s  have not been  
fu tile , but a s  w orking  conceptions of the  m a t te r ,  end, 
and ordonnance of a r t ,  have been  g re a tly  effective  in  
shap ing  the  a c tiv itie s  of c re a tiv e  a r t i s t s . ^ 33
It s c a rc e ly  needs m ention  th a t A b ra m s ' ap p ro ach  to  the c r it ic ism  of 
the  p a s t d if fe rs  ra d ic a lly  fro m  th a t of A tkins on the one hand and W ellek, 
W im satt, and  Brooks on the o th e r . A ccord ing ly , w hile no a ttem p t i s  m ade 
h e re  to  a rg u e  th a t any one of th e se  ta k e s  p reced en ce  of the  r e s t ,  i t  does 
seem  incum ben t on u s to  reco g n ize  th a t A b ra m s’ ap p ro ach  i s  the only one 
o f the th re e  w hich does not au to m atica lly  cancel Johnson out a s  a  continuing 
in flu en ce . A s w as noted a  few p ag es  b ack , i t  i s  in  e sse n ce  the " in s id e"  
ap p ro ach  u rg e d  by R . S. C rane and  the one follow ed by Jean  H agstrum  and 
W . R . K east in  the im p o rtan t s tu d ies  o f Johnson 's c r i t ic is m  w hich we sh a ll
look  a t a  few p ag es  fu r th e r  a long . It should  be poin ted  out, th e re fo re , th a t,
although A b ra m s ' w id e ly -re sp e c te d  study i s  s c a rc e ly  concerned  w ith  John­
so n 's  c r i t ic is m  in  any p r im a ry  o r  com prehensive  w ay, The M ir ro r  and the 
Lam p n e v e r th e le s s  h a s  th is  s ign ificance  fo r  u s: i t  i s  the  only in fluen tia l 
re c e n t  h is to ry  of c r i t ic is m  w hich no t only reco g n izes  but in s is ts  on the  
leg itim acy  o f a  view point w hich happens to  be th a t o f two of Johnson 's 
s tro n g e s t m o d e m  su p p o r te rs . In  add ition , how ever, The M ir ro r  and the
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Lamp a lso  em bodies a  specific  e s tim a te  of Johnson’s standing a s  a c r it ic
which, though n e c e ssa r ily  b rie f , is  pe rh ap s a s  laudatory  a s  any to be found
in  m odern  l e t te r s .  M ost re a d e rs  w ill r e c a l l  in  th is connection th a t, in  h is
in troducto ry  chap ter, A bram s so r ts  out the  c r it ic a l  th e o rie s  of the p a s t
and p re se n t under fou r g en e ra l headings depending on the p rim a ry  concern
of each  w ith the w orld , the audience, the  a r t i s t ,  o r the  w ork  of a r t  i ts e lf .
The focus of h is w ork i s ,  of cou rse ,the  sh ift in  em phasis from  the audience
to  the a r t i s t  a t the end of the eighteenth  cen tu ry , o r , to u se  h is  term inology ,
the sh ift from  "p ragm atic"  to "ex p ress iv e"  poetic  th e o rie s  a t tha t tim e .
But he leaves no room  fo r  doubt th a t he holds a s  valid  and im portan t the
c r i t ic a l  o rien ta tion  w hich the R om antics supplanted:
The p rag m atic  o rien tation , o rd e rin g  the a im  of 
the a r t i s t  and the c h a ra c te r  of the w ork to  the n a ­
tu re , the needs, and the sp rings of p lea su re  in  the 
aud ience, ch a rac te rize d  by f a r  the g re a te s t  p a r t  
of c r it ic ism  from  the tim e of H orace through the 
eighteenth  cen tu ry . M easu red  e ith e r  by i ts  d u ra ­
tion  o r the num ber of i ts  a d h eren ts , th e re fo re , 
the p rag m atic  view, b road ly  conceived, h as been 
the p rin c ip a l aesth e tic  a ttitude of the W estern  
w orld . 1^4
Out of th is  v a s t and populous o rien tation , A bram s sing les out Sam uel John­
son as the outstanding exem plar of c r i t ic a l  excellence:
[TJo app rec ia te  the pow er and illum ination  of which 
a  re fin ed  and flexible p rag m a tic  c ritic ism  is  capable, 
we m ust tu rn  from  . . . a b s tra c t  sy s te m a tiz e rs  of 
c u rre n t m ethods and m axim s to  such a  p ra c tic a l 
c r itic  a s  Sam uel Johnson. Johnson 's l i te ra ry  c r i t i ­
c ism  a ssu m es approxim ately  the fram e of c r it ic a l
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re fe ren c e  I have d escrib ed , bu t Johnson, who d is tru s ts  
r ig id  and a b s tra c t  theoriz ing , app lies the m ethod with 
a  constant appeal to  specific l i te ra ry  exam ples, def­
e ren ce  to the opinions of o ther r e a d e r s , but u ltim ately , 
re lian c e  on Ms own expert re sp o n se s  to  the te x t. As 
a  r e s u l t  Johnson 's com m ents on poets and poem s have 
p e rs is te n tly  afforded a jum ping-off point fo r la te r  
c r i t ic s  whose fra m e  of re fe re n c e  and p a r tic u la r  judg­
m en ts d iffer rad ic a lly  from  M s o w n .  1 3 5
Unlike The M irro r  and the L am p, David D aiches' C ritica l A pproaches 
to L ite ra tu re  i s  not a sy stem atic  M sto ry . Yet a s  the tit le  suggests, i t  i s  a 
study wMch i s  concerned in  m ore  than a  su p e rfic ia l way w ith the c r i t ic ism  
of the p a s t, and it  is  of in te re s t  to us because  D aiches, like A bram s, n u m ­
b e rs  Johnson am ong the g re a t c r itic s  who have m ade la s tin g  con tribu tions 
to  the "vary ing  ways in wMch the a r t  of l i te ra tu re  and w orks of l i te ra tu re  
can be p ro fitab ly  discussed."-*-^6 What D aiches seem s to adm ire  m o st in  
Johnson i s  M s re fu sa l to lo se  touch w ith the  re a lit ie s  of the w orkaday w orld :
E very  now and again  QohnsonJ tu rn s  from  M s m ore  
p ro fess io n a l o r  techn ical c r i t ic a l  activ ity  to m ake a 
grand  concession  to the na tu re  of th ings, to  the 
fac ts  about r e a d e rs  and w r i te r s ,  appealing "from  
c ritic ism  to n a tu r e ," as he put i t  in  another con­
nection . Thus a t  the conclusion of Ms life of G ray, 
w here  he p ra is e s  the "Elegy" a f te r  condemning 
m o st of G ray 's  o ther poem s on grounds s im ila r  to 
those  wMch led  Mm to d ism iss  "L ycidas, " he r e ­
m ark s ; "In the c h a ra c te r  of M s Elegy I re jo ic e  to 
concur with the common re a d e r ;  fo r by the common 
sense  of re a d e rs  uncorrupted  by l i te ra ry  p re ju d ice s , 
a f te r  a ll  the re finem en ts of sub tilty  and the dogm a­
tism  of lea rn ing , m ust be finally  decided a ll  claim  
to  poe tica l h o n o u rs ."  This is  an observation  th a t 
few g re a t c r i t ic s  could o r would have m ade — one 
cannot im agine Ben Jonson o r Coleridge o r T . S.
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E lio t m aking i t  — and re p re se n ts  a kind of healthy 
p rag m a tism  which m itiga ted  the s tr ic tn e s s  of h is 
p r in c ip le s . "No m an but a  blockhead e v e r  w rote 
except fo r m oney, ” he once sa id , and th e re  i s  a 
la rg e  recogn ition  of the fac ts  of life in  Johnson 's 
c r i t ic a l  w riting  w hich p rev en ts  him  from  e v e r b e ­
com ing p rig g ish  o r  from  m oving in  an atm osphere  
too ra re f ie d  fo r n o n -p ro fessio n a ls  to b re a th e . It 
i s  th a t ab ility  to  accep t the fac ts of life tha t 
d istingu ishes Johnson from  o ther c r i t ic s  who, like 
h im , have firm ly  ennunciated p rin c ip le s  and a c le a r  
and log ical m ethod . 137
The la s t  h is to ry  of c ritic ism  which we w ill consider in  th is  study, 
and , indeed, the la s t  one w hich has appeared , is  George W atson 's The T.it-
e r a r y  C r it ic s , which w as published a s  a  Penguin in  1962. W atson 's study
re p re se n ts  som ething of an  anom aly am ong the h is to r ie s  which we have
been looking a t in  th is  ch ap ter owing to h is  fundam ental lack of confidence
in  c r it ic a l  th eo ry  a s  a  com m odity having e ith e r  a  m eaningful p a s t o r a
p ro m is in g  fu tu re . On th is  poin t, W atson ra th e r  v igorously  d isa sso c ia te s
h im se lf from  h is  p re d e c e sso rs :
[AJll p rev ious h is to r ie s  - -  Saintsbury and A tkins 
in  th e ir  day, a s  m uch a s  W ellek and W im satt in  
ou rs  — have assum ed  th a t what we ca ll l i te ra ry  
c r itic ism  is ,  w ith som e e m b a rra ss in g  excep tions, 
a  single ac tiv ity , and th a t i ts  h is to ry  i s  the s to ry  
of su ccess iv e  c r i t ic s  offering d ifferen t an sw ers 
to  the sam e q u e s tio n s . We m ay ca ll th is  the TLdy 
School of c r it ic a l  h is to ry . 138
W atson re je c ts  the idea of a  susta ined  organ ic  grow th of c r i t ic a l  doctrine
and c la im s to  see  in stead  "a  re c o rd  of chaos m arked  by sudden revolu tion
[in  which E nglish  c r it ic s J  a re  not a l l  engaged on w ork of a  log ically  com ­
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p arab le  k ind . "139 B a tso n  seem s to be a t  one on th is  sco re  w ith A bram s,
who also  notes tha t "m any th eo rie s  of a r t  cannot rea d ily  be com pared  a t
a ll, because they lack  a  common ground on which to  m ee t and c la sh . "140
But the resem b lance  is  only su p e rfic ia l, fo r, unlike A bram s, who believes
th a t a ll  good c r it ic a l  th eo rie s  have perm anen t va lue , W atson m ain tains that
the th eo rie s  of the p a s t m ere ly  o b stru c t the study of the c r it ic s  whom we
genera lly  a sso c ia te  with them :
Johnson 's L ives m ark  the  end of an  e ra  - - a n  e ra  
th a t began with D ryden 's e ssa y s  of the 1660s, and 
which sh a red  som e com m on assum ptions about the 
na tu re  of p o e try  which a re  called  n e o c la ss ica l.
But the m ore  we ta lk  about n e o c la ss ic ism , the le s s  
in te re s tin g  D ryden, A ddison, Pope, F ie ld ing , and 
Johnson w ill look. A common denom inator of 
doctrine  - -  any doctrine  - - i s  alw ays likely  to be 
u n in te res tin g . It i s ,  in  any ca se , h a rd ly  m ore than 
a  h is to r ia n 's  tool: no European c r i t ic  can be p ro ­
duced who believed  in  the whole of n eo c lass ica l 
doctrine  a s  sch o la rs  now expound i t .  And, u lt i­
m ate ly , i t  does not m a tte r  w hether D ryden, o r 
Johnson, believed in  i t  o r  not: the c r i t ic ’s s tra teg y  
in  the field , like any good g e n e ra l 's , i s  likely  to 
v a ry  w ith the needs of the m om ent, and the study 
of theo ry  is  m ore  likely  to re v e a l h is  c h a ra c te r is tic  
m anner of excuse and ju stifica tion  than  to produce 
any o ther r e s u l t  of in tr in s ic  in te re s t .  C ritic ism  is  
incu rab ly  p ragm atic : Dryden w ill w rite  blank v e rse  
i f  i t  su its him  to  do so, and A ddison 's love of P a ra ­
d ise  L o s t, o r  Johnson 's adm ira tion  of the Rape of the 
L ock, is  instinc tive  r a th e r  than  p r in c ip le d . And, of 
cou rse  — overw helm ing objection - -  theo ry  has no 
fu tu re . The e lab o ra te  psychological and physio logical 
th eo rie s  of the Augustan aesth e tic ian s concern ing  the 
na tu re  of beauty  have now only the m elancholy  in te r ­
e s t  of d e se rte d  ru in s . They a re  not even w orth  c o n tra ­
d icting, fo r  the m o st p a r t ,  and (for the  m o st p a r t)  no
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one e v e r  troub led  to con trad ic t th e m . An occasional 
law , like that of the  un ities of tim e  and p la c e , finds 
i ts  re fu ta tion , but on the whole Augustan aesth e tic  
debates a re  n e ith e r ta lked  out nor ta lked  down: they 
sim ply fa il to  g en era te  debate a t a l l .  F o r the solid 
achievem ent of th is  f i r s t  continuous cen tury  in  the 
E nglish  c r i t ic a l  tra d itio n , we m u st su re ly  look be­
yond theo ry  a lto g e th e r . 141
The achievem ent which W atson a lludes to i s ,  in  h is  opinion, a
h is to r ic a l one am ounting to the conservation  of the E nglish  p a s t, and i t  i s  an
achievem ent in  which Johnson, whom he designates a s  "the tru e  fa th e r  of
h is to r ic a l c r i t ic ism  in  E nglish , "142 seen  to  have played the dom inant ro le .
It is  not the achievem ent, how ever, but the m ethod used  to  a tta in  i t  which
prov ides the continuity W atson finds in E nglish  c r it ic ism , and he contends
th a t m uch of the confusion in  p rev ious h is to r ie s  of c r itic ism  stem s from  the
m odern  p ra c tic e  of u sing  the w ord " c r it ic ism "  to designate " th ree  kinds
of d iscu ssio n  th a t have nothing in  common except a reaso n ed  concern  fo r
p o e try ."143 W atson iden tifies these  th re e  kinds of d iscussion  a s  leg isla tive
c r itic ism  (how to w rite  poe try ), th eo re tic a l c r itic ism  (what p oe try  is ) ,  and
d escrip tive  c r itic ism  (the an a ly sis  of ex is tin g  tex ts), and designates the
la s t  a s  "the youngest of the th re e  fo rm s, by fa r  the m o st volum inous, and
the only one which today p o sse s se s  any life  and vigour of i ts  own. "144 Xn
W atson 's view, th is  youngest b ranch  of E nglish  c ritic ism  begins w ith
Dryden but com es of age in  Johnson:
W ith Sam uel Johnson . . . E nglish  c ritic ism  
achieves g re a tn e ss  on a  scale  th a t any re a d e r
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can instantly  recogn ize . The L ives of the  Poets 
stand  fo u r-sq u a re  a s  the foundation-stone of our 
c r it ic a l  trad itio n , and they need no concessive  
defense of a  "h is to ric a l"  kind: the Life of Pope, 
fo r  instance, is  s till  the b e s t  genera l account of 
Pope in e x is te n ce . The ta sk  is not to ju s tify  or 
recom m end — Johnson 's L ives need to be re c o m ­
mended about a s  m uch as the Odes of K eats — but 
to defend Johnson from  h is  own fan-club of devotees.
F o r in sp ite  of sev e ra l notable c a l ls - to -o rd e r , the 
Johnson of the Johnsonian 's im agination s t i l l  e x e rts  
m ore  influence than the Johnson of the R a m b le r, or 
even of the L iv e s . 145
M ost A m erican r e a d e rs  w ill be appalled to  le a rn  tha t W atson sing les 
out W. R . K east as a c r i t ic  who has fa iled  to com m une p roperly  with John­
son the w r i te r .  He takes exception to  K e as t's  e s tim a te , in  the im portan t 
e ssa y  which we shall be considering  in  a  m om ent, th a t Johnson had been a 
lib e ra liz in g  influence who had attem pted  "to subvert accepted  c r it ic a l  dog­
m as and to d e liv e r l i te ra tu re  from  the  fe t te rs  of p re sc r ip tiv e  c r i t ic ism . "146 
W atson a rg u es  to the c o n tra ry  that Johnson w as a c r i t ic  whose d escrip tio n  
w as im bued with a good b it of leg is la tio n , one who "ce rta in ly  believed  that 
the object of c r it ic ism  w as , in  a v e ry  l i te ra l  sense , to lay  down the law , 
to a sc e r ta in  and apply g e n e ra l p rin c ip le s  of poetic exce llence . "147 indeed, 
he sp ec ifies  a t another point tha t Johnson 's m ajor d istinc tion  l ie s  in the 
fac t th a t, in  h is  c r i t ic ism , analysis of ex isting  tex ts becom es in sep arab le  
from  evaluation , with the r e s u l t  that "recom m endation and condem nation 
a re  e levated  into an inqu iry  of p rin c ip le . ”148 W atson a lso  a ttacks what he 
c o n sid ers  the w idespread  m isconception  that Johnson had been a "close
221
re a d e r"  in  the  m odern  se n se . Although he contends tha t Johnson got c lo s e r  
to  the  tex t than  any o th er e ighteenth  cen tu ry  c r i t ic ,  he m akes i t  c le a r  th a t, 
in  h is  opinion, "Johnson would not shine in a  m odern  p ra c t ic a l-c r i t ic is m  
c la s s .  His m ind does not se ttle : i t  d a r t s .  In h is  p a ss io n  fo r  know ledge, 
including rem o te  and u se le s s  know ledge, he is  m o re  of a  S a in tsbu ry  than  
an E m pson. "149 Y et, if  a  m an  who lack ed  the patience  to  re a d  books 
through could  not a sp ire  to  the v ir tu e s  of a c lo se  rh e to r ic a l a n a ly s t, h is  
approach  did  suggest "v ir tu e s  of quite  ano ther kind: m om en tary  bu t b r i l ­
lia n t in s ig h ts , a  g ift fo r  pe rce iv ing  re la tio n sh ip s , c e rta in ty  of judgem ent, 
b rea d th . And these  a r e  p re c is e ly  the v ir tu e s  of Johnson’s c r i t ic is m . "150 
W atson is ,  of c o u rse , aw are  tha t Johnson had w eaknesses  to m atch  h is  
s tre n g th , m o st notably a  congenital la z in e ss  and "a v e ry  g e n e ra l lack  of 
in tim acy  w ith the c re a tiv e  a c t. "151 a r e s u l t  of h is  rem o ten e ss  from  
the  c re a tiv e  a c t, p e rh a p s , Johnson is  c re d ite d  w ith b ring ing  a dignity to 
c r i t ic is m  w hich had been  unknown p rev io u s ly . W atson d esig n a tes  him  as 
"the f i r s t  E ng lish  c r i t ic  who w rite s  a s  if he w e re  the  equal of the g re a te s t  
of m odern  p o e ts" ; but he te m p e rs  th is  judgm ent w ith th e  o bserva tion  th a t 
"dignity is  no good substitu te  fo r  sym pathy. "152
As m ight be an tic ip a ted , the th e o re tic a l b a s is  of Johnson 's 
c r i t ic a l  p ra c tic e  g e ts  sh o rt sh r if t  in  W atson’s s tu d y .  Such troub lesom e 
te rm s  a s  N atu re  and R eason  a re  exp lained  in  a  tw inkling: " . . .  'n a ­
tu r e ' m eans the p ra c tic e  of the an c ien t p o e ts , and 'reason '*  the  h is to r i ­
ca l sense  th a t  enab les the  in form ed c r i t ic  to  in te rp re t  th e ir  p ra c tic e  
in  the  lig h t of ex is ting  c o n d itio n s ."153 W atson c ite s  R am bler 125
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in  th is  connection to prove tha t Johnson 's id eas about N ature and Reason a re  
sc a rc e ly  re lev an t to h is p rac tic e  in  any c a s e . Once Johnson has adm itted  
th a t e v e ry  new genius fo rce s  a  re a p p ra isa l of ex is ting  c ritic a l p rin c ip le s , 
W atson be lieves th a t he p rov ides h im self w ith an "escap e-c lau se  [which} 
adm its  exceptions v a s t enough to  d estro y  any usefu lness the o rig ina l p r in ­
ciple m ay have had . "154 ^  sh o rt, Johnson 's c r it ic a l theo ry  i s  rep re se n te d  
a s  nothing m ore  "than an um brella  to sh e lte r  under in show ery w eather 
[which} allow s Johnson to  p ra is e  w hat he l ik e s , and condemn what he does 
not lik e . But th is ,  a f te r  a ll ,  is  p re c ise ly  w hat we demand of a  c r itic , 
e sp ec ia lly  of a  c r i t ic  whose in tu itions a re  a s  fine a s  Johnson 's. "155
In sum m ary , then , we can say  th a t the com m ents of the w r ite rs  
su rveyed  in  th is  section  su sta in  the ra th e r  n o n -co n tro v e rs ia l th e s is  th a t, 
since 1940, Johnson the c ritic  has becom e once again  a  positive  influence 
in  the w orld  of l e t t e r s . As we have seen , W in te rs , M cNulty, and Suther­
land no t only c ite  him  a s  a t im e le ss  exem p lar of c r it ic a l  excellence but 
hold him  up a s  a  healthfu l c o rrec tiv e  to  one of the m ost influen tia l schools 
in  m odern  c r it ic ism . In le s s  p a rtis a n  fashion , p e rh ap s, A bram s and 
D aiches likew ise num ber him  am ong the g re a t  c r i t ic s  of the p a s t who con­
tinue to  be re le v a n t. F inally , W atson m akes a  lively  case fo r Johnson as 
the  founder of w hat he considers the only v ita l trad itio n  to  be found in  
E nglish  c r it ic ism . Yet, i f  these  com m ents support the idea of a  Johnsonian 
re v iv a l, they a lso  support the idea  of a Johnsonian continuity, fo r these
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w r ite r s  do n o t, a f te r  a l l ,  c la im  to  p e rc e iv e  m e r i ts  in  Johnson w hich had 
rem a in ed  h ith e rto  und iscovered . In s tead , they  app roach  Johnson from  
po in ts of view - -  som e old , a s  in  the  case  of S u therland , som e new , a s  in  
the  case  of A b ram s and W atson — w hich p e rm it  them  to  a s s e r t  the p r im a ry  
q u a litie s  in  h is  c r it ic ism  w hich a lw ays had  been deem ed p ra isew o rth y .
John Bard M cN ulty, fo r  exam ple , m ay show an affin ity  w ith E lio t and 
L ea v is , but i t  should a lso  be no ted  tha t he lauds Johnson fo r ex ac tly  the 
quality  w hich M acaulay  had found v a lu a b le , a lb e it  in  a som ew hat m ore  
grudging  m an n e r, ov e r a  hundred  y e a rs  b e fo re . 1^6 s im ila r ly , Sutherland , 
D a iches, A b ra m s, and W atson endo rse  a  judgm ent w hich is  com m on to 
v ir tu a lly  a ll  of Johnson 's de fenders fro m  S ir E dgerton  Brydges to  F . R. 
L eav is: the id ea  th a t Johnson’s confident and conditioned re sp o n se  to 
l i te ra tu re  h a s  p roduced  c r i t ic is m  w hich, though p e rh a p s  lim ited  in  som e 
a r e a s ,  is  so e x ce llen t a t  i t s  b e s t th a t "no one can  b re a k  i t ,  com pete w ith 
i t ,  o r  d im in ish  i ts  v a lu e ."157 indeed, we find in  m o st of th e se  w r i te r s  an 
echo of A rn o ld 's  notion of Johnsonian po in ts  de r e p e r e ,  fixed  p o in ts  of 
c r i t ic a l  c e rta in ty  w hich we can fa ll back  on in  p e rio d s  of confusion. U nder 
th is  sam e  head ing , we note in  A bram s an  in te re s tin g  c o ro lla ry  w hich we 
sh a ll r e tu rn  to  in  the follow ing ch ap te r: th e  idea  th a t Johnson has p rov ided  
subsequen t c r i t ic s  w ith a G ib ra lta r - l ik e  so lid ity  to  shove off fro m  in  p u r ­
su it of new c r i t ic a l  o b jec tiv e s .
*  *  *  *
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In the y e a rs  following 1940, when the l i te ra ry  E stab lishm ent ra p id ­
ly  cam e to  be c h a rac te rize d  by a p a ss io n  fo r involved c r it ic a l  th eo ry , i t  
w as to be an ticipated  th a t, fo r som e, one m ajo r obstacle  to a Johnson r e ­
vival would be h is apparen t lack  of a  c le a r ly  defined sy s tem . To be su re , 
not everyone has considered  a  sy stem atic  th eo ry  to be de r ig u e u r . We
have ju st fin ished  looking a t one re c e n t com m entator who has nothing but
contem pt fo r  c r itic a l th eo ry , a s  w ell a s  a num ber of e a r l ie r  and m o re
prom inen t tw entieth  cen tury  c r i t ic s  who did not appear to  be noticeably
opp ressed  by Johnson’s apparen t d e a rth  of a  sy s tem . In addition, the
dean of A m erican  Johnson sc h o la rs , the  la te  Chauncey B rew ster T inker,
has a rgued  tha t Johnson is  a  g re a t c r i t ic  p re c ise ly  because he did not bog
down in  theory:
Johnson 's c r itic ism  is  no t a  sy s te m , ev e ry  de ta il 
of which m ust be consisten t w ith ce rta in  p rin c ip le s  
from  which a ll  casua l e x p re ss io n s  a re  supposed to 
d e r iv e . H is w o rd s , in  tru th , have a  dogm atic a i r .
He a s s e r ts  h is  opinions m a g is te r ia lly . But, though 
we s t i l l  re a d  through the L ives of the P oets, we do 
not do so to find out w hat to  th ink about M ilton and 
Pope, but r a th e r  to  enjoy the  hum or and the hum ors, 
the audac ities and the p re ju d ice s  of a m an of genius, 
who even in  h is a b e rra tio n s  is  alw ays am using  and 
stim u la ting . T hese, the tru e  Johnsonian has alw ays 
fe lt, a re  m ore  valuable than  any sy stem . 158
N ev erth e less , in  a  l i te ra ry  m ilieu  which has been  c h a rac te rize d  by 
the c lo se ly  reaso n ed  e ffo rts  of academ ic  c r it ic s  to explain  the w ork of a r t  
a s  a  d e te rm in a te  th ing, having an ex is tence  a p a rt from  the m ind of the
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r e a d e r  and th a t of the w r ite r ,  o r ,  m ore  rec en tly , by equally  involved e f ­
fo rts  to re la te  the w ork of a r t  to the a rchetypes a lleged  to  in h ere  in  the 
u n iv ersa l unconscious, the c r i t ic a l  pronouncem ents of Sam uel Johnson, 
even a s  tid ied  up by Joseph E pes Brown, have the appearance of a  r a m ­
shackle and generally  d iso rgan ized  approach to l i te ra tu re . As la te  as 
1962, we find M . J. C. H odgart expounding w hat m ight be ca lled  a  p re v a il­
ing tw entieth cen tu ry  a ttitude in  h is  popular study, Sam uel Johnson and Ms 
T im e s :
The g re a te s t l i te ra ry  c ritic ism , like  th a t of 
A ris to tle  and C o leridge , is  signalized  by its  
pow er to produce th eo ries ; th e o rie s  wliich can­
not offer the deg ree  of v e rifiab ility  req u ire d  of 
the m athem atica l sc ien ces , but wM ch a re  analogous 
to  those Of M story  and the soc ia l sciences.. By r a i s ­
ing the d iscussion  to a high enough level of a b s t r a c ­
tion , c ritic ism  can hope to show w hat a re  the b asic  
qualities of good l i te ra tu re .  159
T hus, although he concedes th a t Johnson on the  b asis  of Ms sk ills  in ob­
se rvation  and d escrip tio n , Ms lea rn ing , and Ms a lm o st unfailing good judg­
m ent, "was by fa r  the g re a te s t  c r i t ic  of M s cen tu ry  and has r a r e ly  been 
su rp assed  s in c e ," Hodgart cannot allow him  a  p lace  in  the fro n t ran k  owing 
to Ms lack  of sy s tem . 160
H odgart m ight be c r itic iz e d  on th is  sc o re  fo r fa iling  to take note of 
the e ffo rts  of Jean H agstrum , W. R . K east, and W alter Jackson Bate to 
dem onstra te  to a  th eo ry -o rien ted  age that Sam uel Johnson 's c r itic ism  has 
i ts  ro o ts  in  a  system  wMch i s  a s  coheren t, a s  v a lid , and possib ly  a s  com ­
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plex a s  those of h is  m ore  de te rm ined  m odern  d e tr a c to r s . G enerally  speak­
ing , the f i r s t  two scho lars nam ed follow the approach advocated by R.. S. 
C rane, an  approach  which, as Crane h im self exp la ins, i s  capable of d is ­
covering  theory  which is  not v isib le  to the naked eye:
Theory . . .  i s  inescapab le , but i t  m ay  of course  
be p re s e n t in  any c r i t ic a l  w ritin g , no t a s  explicit 
and argued  a s se r tio n , but m ere ly  a s  a complex 
of unsta ted  assum ptions and habits of p ro c e d u re .
T here  have been g re a t c r i t ic s  of both kinds: 
th e re  i s  Johnson, fo r in stan ce , whose c r it ic a l  
sy stem  m u st be in fe rre d  in  la rg e  p a r t  from  the 
rem ark ab ly  system atic  opera tions of h is  m ind 
on p a r t ic u la r  l i te ra ry  questions; and th e re  i s ,  
a t the o ther ex trem e , C oleridge, fo r whom the 
long philosophical p re lim in a r ie s  of the Biographia 
L ite ra r ia  w ere  an indispensable m eans to saying 
cogently w hat he w anted to say about poetic  d iction 
and the p oe try  of W ordsw orth. T a s te s  w ill d iffe r, 
but I  cannot think of any objective c r ite r io n  tha t 
w ill ju stify  u s in  saying tha t the p ra c tic a l  c r i t i ­
c ism  of e ith e r  one of these  two v e ry  d ifferen t 
w r i te r s  is  in tr in s ic a lly  b e tte r  than th a t of the 
o th e r,
The connection betw een K east and Crane i s ,  of co u rse , w ell known: 
K e as t's  e ssa y , "The T heo re tica l Foundations of Johnson’s L ite ra ry  C r iti­
c ism , "  f i r s t  appeared  in  C ritic s  and C ritic ism , ed ited  by Crane and gen­
e ra lly  considered  the m agnum opus of the c r i t ic a l  school w hich Kenneth 
Burke has c h a ra c te riz e d  a s  the "Chicago N e o -A ris to te lia n s ."  Although Jean 
H agstrum  probably  cannot be cate go adzed a s  a  Chicago N eo-A risto te lian , 
h is  Sam uel Johnson’s L ite ra ry  C ritic ism , which w as o rig inally  published
in  1952, the sam e y e a r  a s  the f i r s t  edition of C ritic s  and C ritic ism , r e -
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flee ts a point of view which is  highly congenial with the ideas of Crane out­
lined in  th is  study and those se t fo rth  in  K east's  e ssay . In any event, these  
two stud ies can be rea d  a s  independent but v e ry  s im ila r counter-m anifestos 
against the New C ritic ism , fo r the p rim ary  aim  of both is  to  dem onstrate  
the soundness of c ritic a l p rac tic e s  which the New C ritics  explicitly  con­
demn. It is  scarce ly  n ecessa ry  to  point out, of cou rse , that, in  c o n tra s t­
ing the views of H agstrum  and K east with those of W ellek, W im satt, and 
Brooks, we a re  coming to g rips with the m ajo r issue  in  the question of 
Johnson's cu rren t usefulness a s  a  c r it ic . At the cen ter of the dispute is  
the question of what Johnson had in  m ind when he called  fo r an appeal from  
c ritic ism  to n a tu re . As we have seen, W im satt identifies Johnson's con­
ception of general nature a s  "the la s t  enfeebled exaggeration" of a Neo- 
Platonic notion of species, and deals with i t  th e re a fte r  as a  c r itic a l idea 
having no m odern application. K east, on the o ther hand, believes that 
"for Johnson, na tu re  is  not an ontological, but a  psychological concep t,"  
and contends, m o reover, that i t  is  a concept which continues to be v iable. 
Although th e re  appears  to be som e d isagreem ent between H agstrum  and 
K east concerning p rec ise ly  what the te rm  "natu re" em braces, both w rite rs  
a re  c lea rly  convinced that the psychological link between the poet and h is 
audience provides a  stable point of re fe ren ce  fo r the l i te ra ry  c r i t ic . In 
sh o rt, then, they in s is t on the validity of c r itic a l c r i te r ia  to be found out­
side of the fence which the New C ritic s have e rre c te d  around the finished
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w ork  of a r t .
H agstrum  re v e a ls  h is close affinity  w ith the ideas of Crane in  the
p re fa ce  of the new edition of h is  book published in  1967:
I rep u b lish  Sam uel Johnson 's L ite ra ry  C ritic ism  con­
vinced th a t i t s  top ica l approach re m a in s  an im portan t 
m eans of m a s te rin g  the d iv e rse , p ra c tic a l, often oc­
casional, but alw ays p rincip led  thought of one of the 
g re a te s t  English  c r i t ic s .  The h a rd  bones of what 
Johnson ca lled  "naked c r it ic ism "  — but a lso  of h is  
m in o r and p ass in g  judgm ents — becom e apparen t 
only i f  one se e s  c le a rly  the s tru c tu re  of the g rea t 
top ics: n a tu re , p le a su re , w it, and the o ther sub­
jec ts  of m y c h ap te rs . 163
In h is  e a r l ie r  p re fa c e , he explains th a t, in  o rd e r  to  depict these  g rea t
top ics c lea rly , i t  w ill be n e c e ssa ry  fo r him  to  avoid som e of the te rm s
which had led  so m any of h is p re d e c e sso rs  to c ram  Johnson into a rb i t r a ry
and often uncongenial ca tego ries :
. . .  to  a ttem pt to d e te rm in e  the ing red ien ts  in  
the Johnsonian m ix tu re  of the c la ss ic a l and the r o ­
m antic  i s ,  i t  seem s to  m e , an im possib le  ta sk , 
chiefly  because the te rm s  have not been and p e r ­
haps can n ev er be sa tis fac to rily  defined. . . .
F o r  the sam e re a so n s , a ttem p ts to  a ffirm  o r  deny 
tha t Johnson w as predom inantly  a hum anist, an 
a u th o rita rian , a tra d itio n a lis t, a  skep tic  a re  
n e c e ssa r ily  obfuscating. The te rm s  used  a re  
e ith e r  too vague o r  too in tim ate ly  a  p a r t  of our 
own in te llec tu a l b a t t le s . Johnson w as a h  of th ese  
o r  none depending on the p a rtic u la r  m eanings 
a ttached to th ese  indeterm inate  e x p re ss io n s . I 
have th e re fo re  a ttem pted  to confine m y se lf to  the 
language of exposition and to avoid the language of 
p e rsu as io n . 164
N ev erth e le ss , although he pointedly sh ie s  away from  a ttribu ting
229
Johnson 's thought to any "d irec t o r  exclusive philosophical in flu e n c e ," 
H agstrum  iden tifies  him  as a  m an whose "conception of the m ind a s  n e ce s­
s a r i ly  anchored in  experience is  rem in iscen t of the m ain em phasis  in  
L ocke’s ep istem ology . "165 x o  e s tab lish  the d ifference betw een a c ritic ism  
o rien ted  tow ard Locke and the va rious c r i t ic a l  o rien ta tions which have 
p rev a iled  s in c e , H agstrum  finds i t  convenient to  draw  a com parison  betw een 
the  basic  assum ptions of Johnson, and Coleridge concerning the pow ers of 
the hum an m in d . To label one ra tio n a l and the  o ther im aginative i s , in
t
H agstrum 's  view , to m ake a  re la tiv e ly  m ean ing less d istinction :
[F ] o r  Johnson a ll m ental action, w hether ra tio n a l o r 
im aginative, is  alw ays secondary  to the d irec t e x ­
p e rien ce  of re a lity  and is ,  a p a rt from  experience, 
se rio u s ly  suspect; fo r  C oleridge a ll m ental action , 
w hether ra tio n a l o r im aginative, is  p rim ary ; i t  does 
not depend upon experience but constitu tes experience .
The re s u lts  fo r l i te ra ry  c r it ic ism  should be 
obvious. F o r Johnson experienced re a lity  can be an 
objective te s t  of a r t  because  the m ind — even though 
it  m ay com bine, d iv ide, and o rd e r  th a t rea lity  - -  
never g e ts  v e ry  fa r  away from  it.  But fo r  C oleridge 
objective re a lity  can  never be a sa tis fac to ry  te s t  of 
a r t ,  fo r  the m ind d e s tro y s  it  and then  c re a te s  it  in  
new fusions; the only va lid  te s ts  a re  e ith e r  the organic 
p rin c ip le s  within the w ork its e lf  o r the  type of m ental 
opera tion  tha t w as concerned in c rea tin g  i t .  166
N eedless to say , the in ten t of H agstrum 's study, one tha t is  o p e ra ­
tive throughout, is  to dem onstra te  tha t Johnson 's c r it ic a l te rm s  a re  m ore 
o r  le s s  in terchangeable. He does not equivocate on th is  sco re : "To m ost
eigh teen th -cen tu ry  th inkers judgm ent, understanding , and re a so n  w ere
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v ir tu a lly  synonym ous, as w ere  fancy and im agination - -  a ll of them  facu l­
t ie s  which, in a  sane m ind a t le a s t , could never be f re e  of antecedent e x ­
p e rien ce . "167 p or H agstrum  m ost of Johnson 's key te rm s  a re ,  th e re fo re , 
subsum ed into a  conception of experience  a s  a com prehensive and u ltim ate  
re a lity , a  re a lity  which is  a t once the so u rce , and end, and te s t  of a r t:
[T Jhe  tru e s t  view of [Johnson’s] c r it ic ism  is  tha t 
w hich looks upon it  as experience  m oving g radually  
tow ard  p rin c ip le , and what is  p resen ted  a s  ex ­
p e rien ce  can be te s ted  only by ex p erien ce , by m ore 
ex perience , and by s till  m o re  ex p erien ce . The 
h ighest p ra ise  of h is  c r i t ic a l  endeavors is  th a t they 
a re  em p irica lly  lively  in them selves and the  cause  
of tha t em p irica l liv e lin e ss  tha t is  in o th e rs . 168
Thus H agstrum  e n d o rses  Johnson 's conception of the w ork of a r t  a s  a
m eans of com m unication, and, in so doing, d rops the gaun tle t in the a ren a
of m odern c r i t ic is m . Once again he is  s c a rc e ly  equivocal:
A poem  seem ed to [Johnson] to p o ssess  no inde­
pendent, autonom ous ex is ten ce . . . .  It w as fo r  
Johnson a m o ra l and psychological in strum en t of 
com m unication th a t pointed outside itse lf  to  the 
em p irica l re a lity  which it  " im ita ted , ” to the  m ind 
th a t had c re a te d  it ,  o r to  the mind th a t w as to en ­
joy  i t  and be in stru c ted  by i t .  It is  perhaps fo r  
th is  reaso n  . . . that m o st of Johnson 's definitions 
of p oe try  a re  couched in the language of psychology, 
of education, and of com m unication. 169
In H ag stru m 's  view , Johnson could not have found a language m ore  fo rtu itous 
than  tha t of psychology, fo r  in choosing it ,  he la id  "a foundation fo r psychologi­
c a l c r i t ic ism  in  the unchanging o rd e r  of na tu re  and [prov ided] fo r  c r it ic ism
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m ate ria ls  that a re  a lm ost as amenable to  investigation as the natural laws 
of physical sc ience. "170
Most re a d e rs  w ill be aware that H agstrum  is now generally  cred ited  
with having dem onstra ted , once and fo r a ll, that Johnson's c ritic a l p ro ­
nouncem ents a re  not only consistent with one another but firm ly  rooted  in 
a  coherent and viable c r itic a l system . Bernhard Fabian has recen tly  lauded 
th is accom plishm ent and recognized that it is  one which has im plications 
fa r  beyond the confines of Johnson scholarsh ip :
Mit anderen  W orten, es geht H agstrum  d a ru m ,
Johnsons H ite ra tu rk ritik  im durchgehenden 
Zusammenhang e ine r system atischen  Exposition 
zu zeigen . Dam it konnen w esentliche Aspekte 
das G egenstandes sich tbar gem acht w erden . Ein 
entscheidender V orteil des D arstellungsw eise 
lieg t d a rin , das sie zu e in e r Z eit, da d e r  autonome 
C harak ter des K unstw erkes leicht"uberbetont 
w erden kann, die Gegenposition in vo lle r K larheit 
h e ra u ss te llt und dam it bestim m te Grenzen der 
heutigen L ite ra tu rk ritik  fre ile g t. P e r  U nterschied 
zw ischen Johnson und d e r Moderne is offenbar, 
aber v ie lle ich t kann gerade  dadurch sein  Theorie 
und P rax is zu einem  "part of our usable c r itic a l past"  
w erden . Zum indest is t  m an . . . daruber k la r , 
dass Johnsons L ite ra tu rk ritik  wie die d e r Heutigen 
eine eso terisch e  Angelegenheit i s t . -1-7!
As w as suggested a few pages back, W. R . K east does not attem pt 
an a ll-inc lusive  d iscussion  of Johnson's c ritic ism . Instead, he concentrates 
on the im plications of Johnson’s re liance  on the audience as the ultim ate 
point of re fe rence  in  c ritic ism . K east te lls  us tha t, as soon as we rec o g ­
nize his faith in the response  of the audience,
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we see at once why Johnson's c ritic ism  is  p r e ­
dominantly p rac tic a l and why he developed no 
"a r t"  of poetry  nor engaged much in the l ite ra ry  
theorizing so common in his day. His d is tru s t  of 
"inactive speculation" h ere  co -opera tes with his 
conception of lite ra tu re : an elaborated  theory 
would n e ce ssa rily  involve, in Johnson's te rm s , 
an analysis o r p resc rip tio n  of the possible o r 
p roper in a r t .  But such an analysis o r  p re s c r ip ­
tion m ust be a rb itra ry , fo r  although the general 
conditions of pleasing may be specified , the aspects 
of na tu re  and the t r a i ts  of w orks which m ay con­
duce to th is end cannot, since nature offers bound­
le s s  possib ilities to  the poet and since th e re  is  no 
discoverable lim it to  human pow ers. 172
N evertheless, if the c ritic  cannot a sp ire  to  know ultim ate and fixed
tru th s  about the nature of a r t ,  he can depend on the fac t that
Men a re  in  e ssen tia l re sp e c ts  everyw here the sam e.
Experience te lls  u s that the genera l conditions of 
p leasu re  a re  sim ple and fixed: a ll m en take p leasure  
in the recognition of tru th  — the consonance of what 
is done or sa id  to  "the genera l sense or experience 
of mankind" - -  and in the su rp rise  of novelty o r 
v a rie ty . 173
Hence Johnson's re liance  on continuance of esteem  as a m ajo r proof of exce l­
lence in poetry  - -  what has p leased  m any and p leased  long m ust perfo rce  
have s truck  a basic  chord in human na tu re , in which "the general conditions 
of p leasu re  a re  sim ple and f ix e d ."
In substance, then , K east, like  H agstrum , goes against the g ra in  of 
a  powerful point of view in  m odern c ritic ism  by dealing with the work of a r t  
a s  a  m eans of com m unication ra th e r  than a s  an  inviolable entity . M oreover, 
a s  noted above, he not only designates Johnson's conception of nature  as a
233
psychological ra th e r  than an ontological concept but contends th a t Johnson's
ideas on the g en era l and the p a rticu la r  a re  un iversally  valid:
N ature is  the link between author and re a d e r  - -  the com ­
mon elem ents that guaran tee  tru th  and the accidental 
varia tions tha t produce v a rie ty  being the basis  fo r s e ­
lection  by the one and fo r com parison  and judgm ent by 
the other . . . .  [Nature] is  defined, that is ,  not in 
te rm s  of p ro p erties  independent of the mind but in 
te rm s  of its  capacity  to produce ce rta in  responses in 
m en. G eneral na tu re  is  thus what a ll m en everyw here 
recognize as like them selves, and p a rticu la r na tu re  
is  what m en in  g en era l recognize as p resen t only a t 
c e rta in  tim e s , under ce rta in  conditions, o r among 
c e rta in  m en. Both tru th  and v a rie ty  a r is e  from  the 
constant linkage betw een human passions and th e ir  
effects: the regu la rity  w ith which the sam e passions 
produce effects of the sam e kind p e rm its  recognition 
and hence tru th; the infinite accidental m odifications 
in the actual m anner in which the passions do th e ir 
uniform  work afford novelty and v a rie ty . 174
It should be s tre sse d  again , how ever, th a t, although th e ir  approaches 
to Johnson a re  essen tia lly  com patible, th e re  is  a  ra th e r  pronounced difference 
of em phasis in  the studies of H agstrum  and K east. This d ifference is  p e r ­
haps b e s t explained in H agstrum 's own w ords. In a  review  of K e as t's  e ssay , 
he suggests th a t K east has neglected one of the m ost im portant and troub le­
some aspec ts  of Johnson's c ritic ism :
. . . the argum ent is  open to th is  objection, that it 
leaves no room  fo r what is  one of the m ost p rom i­
nent, although adm ittedly difficult, sides of Johnson: 
the m o ra l and d idactic . Nothing is h e re  said  of that 
eth ical insight which, Johnson believed, should lead  
a w rite r  "to d istinguish  those p a r ts  of nature which 
a re  m ost p ro p er fo r im ita tio n ." . . .  The fa ilu re  to 
take account of th is im portant asp ec t of Johnson's
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c r itic ism  seem s to me to a r is e  from  a m isconception 
of na tu re  [as the psychological link between author 
and r e a d e r ] . . . .  This in te rp re ta tion  of g en era l 
na tu re  . . .  seem s to make the concept a  m uch m ore 
subjective one than the evidence pe r mi t s . . . .  Na­
tu re  to Johnson . . . m eant re a lity  (that is ,  things 
tha t rea lly  exist) and genera l m oral and psychological 
law . In Johnson's belief that re a lity  w as, in  the la s t 
an a ly sis , m orally  constitu ted , one has the final source 
and sanction of th a t m oral tru th  which he demanded in 
a lm ost all kinds of l i te ra tu re . 175
Like the studies of H agstrum  and K east, W alter Jackson Bate’s The 
Achievement of Samuel Johnson also  argues that Johnson's c ritic ism  is  to  be 
validated  in te rm s  of its  re la tio n  to  human experience; Bate’s approach is  
not only d ifferen t, how ever, but c lea rly  fax m ore dram atic  as w ell. It 
should be noted in  passing  th a t, in The Achievem ent of Samuel Johnson,
Bate disavows an e a r l ie r  in te rp re ta tio n  of Johnson's c ritic ism  which he had 
advanced in h is F rom  C lassic  to  R om antic. It w ill be reca lled  th a t, in  th is  
e a r l ie r  study, Bate had accepted Im lac 's  d isse rta tio n  on poetry  in  C hapter X 
of R asse las a s  the key to  Johnson's c ritic a l position, and, like W. K. W im ­
sa tt, had identified tha t position with a venerab le  c la ss ic a l idea of species:
[I]n  general the c la ss ica l conception of na tu re , 
from  the G reeks to  alm ost the m iddle of the 
eighteenth cen tury , is  that c en tra l idea and fo rm  
which the p a rtic u la r  struggles to  attain; and when 
A risto tle  defined poetry  as an  "im itation of n a tu re ," 
he did not m ean the ind iscrim inate  copying of any 
individual, but ra th e r  the se lective  im itation  of 
what is  general and rep resen ta tiv e  in m an. *76
In The Achievement of Sam uel Johnson, Bate takes note of th is e a r l ie r  d is -
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cussion  only "as an opportune m eans of disowning i t , " and re fe r s  h is re a d e rs  
to H agstrum  fo r  a  co rrec tiv e  explanation grounding Johnson's ideas in "the 
English em pirica l trad ition  tha t follows Locke. "177
In any case , Bate 's intention in  The Achievement of Sam uel Johnson 
p recludes his saying m uch about the origins of Johnson's c r it ic a l id ea s , for 
he deals with the c ritic ism  p rim a rily  as It re la te s  to "that p a r t  of [Johnson's] 
w riting which is  concerned with human experience in the b roadest sense . "178 
On th is sc o re , Bate is  at one with Thomas T yers in the belief tha t "[Johnson] 
'belonged' not to c ritic ism  o r any other single fie ld  of learn ing  but 'to  the 
w orld a t la rg e . '"179 M oreover, the conception of experience which is  opera­
tive in B ate's la te r  book does not derive  from  Locke but from  A lfred  North 
W hitehead, whom Bate sa lu tes in  h is final explanation of the im portance of 
lite ra tu re  to mankind and the im portance of Johnson's c ritic ism  to lite ra tu re :
This indeed is  the f i r s t  p rem ise  and probably the 
final justification  of the hum anities: th a t the actual 
p ro cess  of concrete  exam ple, in  its  p a rticu la r and 
struggling context, takes precedence over a b s tra c ­
tio n s . Accordingly it does not m inim ize Johnson's 
c r itic ism  o r indeed his w riting  on human experience 
its e lf  to say that h is  u ltim ate g rea tn ess  lie s  in the 
exam ple they provide. T here  is  "no su b s titu te ,"  a s  
W hitehead said, "for the d irec t percep tion  of the 
concrete  achievem ent of a thing in  its  actuality . We 
want concrete  fac t with a high light throw n on what 
is  re levan t to its  p re c io u sn e ss ." A p a r t  of th is human 
relevance is that i t  p roceeds from  what is  fam ilia r 
to  us and u ses i t .  . . . The final "prec iousness" 
com es in  rea liz in g  that the concrete  achievem ent is  
possib le . T ru s t — and from  tru s t  the open recep tiv e ­
ness tha t p e rm its  us to  grow and le a rn  from  one
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another — is  in stilled  by the union of fa m ilia r ity  and 
trium ph , how ever p re c a r io u s  and hard-w on. hi 
Johnson the triu m p h  is not added to the fam ilia rity : 
it r i s e s  through the fam ilia rity  and by m eans of i t .  ^8^
Once again , then , we have an approach which is  sc a rc e ly  com patible 
with the idea of a r t  as  a  re a lm  having a  sep ara te  m ode of ex is ten ce . Bate 
m akes i t  p lain  that, in h is  v iew , l i te ra tu re  is  valuable because  i t  "provides 
the g re a te s t  and m ost com plete ren d erin g  o r  duplicate of hum an ity 's  ex­
p e rie n c e . " Hence he in s is ts  th a t the qua lities of m ind req u is ite  in  a  l i te ra ry  
c r i t ic  a r e  sc a rc e ly  those of a  detached aesthe tic ian :
We . . . want the  healthful a ssu ran ce  and ac tu a l, 
co n cre te  d isp lay  th a t to  pick one 's  way through 
the la rg e , chaotic  body of m an 's  l i te ra tu re , 
evaluating and getting  anything out of i t ,  involves 
f i r s t  of a ll the u se  of the  sam e q ualities of m ind 
needed to  e x tra c t any point o r m eaning fro m  life  
i ts e lf . 181
A m ajo r point of The A chievem ent of Samuel Johnson is  th a t Johnson 
the c r i t ic  p rov ides an incom parab le  "concre te  d isp lay" of picking one’s way 
through l i te ra tu re ,  and, g ran ted  B ate 's assum ptions, it  is  incum bent upon 
him  to dem onstra te  that Johnson 's qua lities of m ind w ere  no t only forged 
but va lidated  by h is pe rsonal strugg le  w ith the m any tro u b les  w hich b ese t 
h im , a struggle  which, in  B ate 's  v iew , ended in  trium ph  and under standing. 
Indeed, Bate m ain tains th a t Johnson 's ad v e rs itie s  y ielded  h im  a  "sense  of 
the w orking of the hum an im agination [which is j  the c lo se s t an ticipation  of 
F reu d  to  be  found in  psychology o r m o ra l w riting  befo re  the tw entieth  
cen tu ry . "182
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It seem s c le a r , then , th a t the conception of Johnson 's c r itic ism  which 
we find in  The A chievem ent of Sam uel Johnson goes som ew hat beyond the 
notion of experience  moving tow ard  p rin c ip le . In B ate 's v iew , the g en era l 
na tu re  to which Johnson appealed is  "a species of sym bolic value; i t  p roceeds 
through the co n c re te  d e ta il, bu t the te s t  is  s till  how applicable it is  b e ­
yond. "183 a  m at te r  of fa c t, Bate seem s to say  th a t, owing to h is  unique 
q ua lities of m ind , Johnson could see in  experience  a  "natu re"  which i s ,  in  
fac t, beyond experience:
hi Johnson the d is tinc tion  betw een "natu re"  and 
"custom " rem a in s  lim b e r and convincing because  
it  s ta r ts  from  the p rin c ip a l fac t of experience: 
the  fa c t tha t genuine experience is  an  activ ity  
w hich touches hom e to what we a lread y  fe e l, 
s t a r t s  out by thking hold of i t ,  and then c a r r ie s  
it  f a r th e r  into m eaning. 184
It is  th is  suggestion  that Johnson had  som ething approxim ating  transcenden ta l
insight into the  u ltim ate  im p lica tions of life which m ark s  The A chievem ent of
Sam uel Johnson a s  a  unique achievem ent in  Johnson sch o la rsh ip . By the sam e
token, i t  is  p re c ise ly  because he be lieves th a t Johnson had such insight th a t
Bate acco rds him  a place by h im se lf a s  a l i te ra ry  c ritic :
The active dawning into m eaning th a t Johnson so 
re lish e d  — the activ ity  in  which life  a t la s t  i s  fe lt  
to "go fo rw a rd s , " in  w hich events can be "m anaged" 
and seen  in p e rsp ec tiv e , while at the sam e tim e  
th ey  stim u la te , re p le n ish , and stab ilize  the m ind — 
g ives th is  conception of the function of a r t ,  "to in ­
s tru c t  by p le a s in g ," a  human v ita lity  and conviction 
th a t we can find in  no o ther c r i t ic .  185
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T here  a r e ,  of c o u rs e , g la r in g  d is s im ila r i t ie s  in the s tud ies  of 
H agstrum , K eas t, and Bate. But they  belong to g e th e r  fo r  a num ber of r e a ­
so n s . F i r s t ,  th ese  th re e  w r i te r s  have, in  th e ir  s e v e ra l w ays, tra n s la te d  
Johnson 's  c r i t ic a l  id eas  into sy s tem atic  expositions w hich a re  highly co n ­
g e n ia l to  tw en tie th  cen tu ry  p a tte rn s  of thought. Secondly, they have a rgued  
fo r  th e  va lid ity  o f  Johnson 's c r i t ic is m  on th e  b a s is  o f w hat h a s  alw ays been  
recogn ized  in  a  g e n e ra l w ay a s  h is  s tro n g e s t point: h is p rod ig ious u n d e r­
standing of hum an n a tu re  and hum an ex p erien ce . T h ird ly , in  so a rg u in g , 
they  have launched w hat am ounts to  a  m a jo r co u n te ra ttack  on the c r i t ic a l  
p o sitio n  of h is  m o st pow erful m odern  d e tra c to rs . L a s tly , it  m ay be  p e r t i ­
nent to  m ention  th a t th ese  sc h o la rs  m ust be  acknow ledged to stand  on an  equal 
footing w ith  anyone who h as seen  f i t  to  d isp a rag e  Johnson 's c r i t ic is m  in  r e ­
c en t y e a r s .  In one re s p e c t ,  th e re fo re , Donald J. G re e n e 's  opinion th a t 
Johnson the c r i t ic  is  taken  m o re  se rio u s ly  today th an  a t any o ther tim e  in  
h is to ry , including  h is  own, i s  su b s tan tia ted  by the s tu d ies  we have ju s t  been  
looking a t. S u re ly , it  seem s un likely  th a t anyone h as  e v e r  taken  h im  m o re  
se r io u s ly  than  have Jean  H agstrum , W . R . K east, and W alte r Jackson Bate.
G re e n e 's  opinion w as sc a rc e ly  is su e d  in  a  s p i r i t  of d is in te re s te d  
o b jec tiv ity , how ever, and, a s  w e have seen , the  v iew s of H agstrum , K e as t, 
and Bate cannot be sa id  to  r e p re s e n t  a  p re se n t-d a y  consensus on th e  w orth  
of Johnson 's c r i t ic is m . Of c o u rs e , i t  could be a rg u ed  th a t ,  in  allow ing 
Johnson 's m o st eloquent re c e n t advocates to  have the  la s t  w ord  in  th is
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d isc u ss io n , th is  w r i te r  h as  adopted a  stance  w hich is  no le s s  p a r t is a n  th an  
th a t of G re en e . But h e re  one m ight p a ra p h ra s e  Johnson on The Seasons and 
in s is t  th a t, of m any opinions su b sis tin g  a ll a t once, no ru le  can  be given why 
one should be m entioned b e fo re  ano ther. W hat is  c le a r ly  m o re  tro u b le so m e , 
how ever, is  tha t no ru le  can  be g iven  why one should c a r r y  m o re  w eight 
than  a n o th e r . C onsequently , although we can  see  a t a  g lance  th a t Johnson 
has sc o re d  sp e c ta cu la r  ga in s s ince  1940 and th a t the line  on h is  p e rfo rm an ce  
c h a r t  acco rd ing ly  should re f le c t  a  steep  and d ra m a tic  a sc e n t, we cannot say 
w ith any d eg ree  of c e r ta in ty  how f a r  th a t lin e  should ex tend . Indeed, it  
seem s c le a r  a t  th is  ju n c tu re  th a t the question  of Johnson 's p re c is e  standing 
and influence in  our day  is  one w hich our g ran d c h ild re n  w ill have to  dec ide . 
F o r  the p re s e n t , we can  say  only tha t it  is  a  question  on w hich even  our m o st 
p ro m in en t sc h o la rs  can  be expected  to  d is a g re e . To em phasize  th is  po in t, 
we m igh t end th is  c h a p te r  w ith  a  b r ie f  c o n s id e ra tio n  of the in te re s tin g  con­
t r a s t  p rov ided  by two a u th o rita tiv e  judgm ents on Johnson’s o v e ra ll m odern  
rep u ta tio n , the  f i r s t  by a  d istingu ished  E uropean  sc h o la r , H. W . D onner, 
the second by an A m erican  c r i t ic  whom we have encoun tered  freq u en tly  in  
the fo rego ing  p ag es , M . H . A b ram s. In h is  inaugura l le c tu re  b efo re  the 
U n iv ers ity  of U ppsala in  1952, D onner gave Johnson high m a rk s  indeed . A l­
though he w as convinced th a t Johnson 's c r i t ic is m  w as se r io u s ly  flaw ed by 
"occasional o v e r-e m p h a s is  on th e  n e c e s s a ry  m o ra lity  of a r t ,  " D onner 
n e v e rth e le s s  concluded th a t
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D r. Johnson's g rea tn ess  as a c r i t ic ,  and a c r itic  in 
the w idest sense , tow ers perhaps even la rg e r  at the 
p resen t day than ever befo re , because tim e has given 
it p e rsp ec tiv e . It has stood h is own te s t  of d u ra ­
b ility  and has survived the asp ers io n s  of Rom antics 
and post-R om antics a like , and is  now un iversally  
acknowledged. . . . What is  m o re , a fte r two 
hundred y e a rs  m any of h is judgm ents stand, and I 
doubt w hether any c ritic  a fte r A risto tle  has c a rr ie d  
m ore w eight. 186
W riting a review  of H agstrum  two y e a rs  la te r ,  how ever, A bram s 
played h is  card s noticeably c lo se r to  h is v e s t . It w ill be reca lled  a t th is 
point that A bram s w as the f i r s t  m ajor A m erican  c ritic  to  defend Johnson's 
c r itic ism  a fte r 1940, and one who has continued to  in s is t on Johnson's 
p a rity  with the g re a te s t  c r i t ic s .  Yet he w as scarce ly  of D onner's opinion 
tha t Johnson's g rea tn ess  had come to  be, a s  of 1954, un iversally  acknowledged. 
He conceded, of c o u rse , that i t  was no longer fashionable to damn Johnson 
out of hand, and he recognized, as we noted in Chapter One, that Johnson w as 
"m ore and m ore becom ing a p a rt of our usable c ritic a l p a s t. "187 F u r th e r­
m ore , he judged H agstrum 's Samuel Johnson's L ite ra ry  C ritic ism  to be p r e ­
c ise ly  the kind of book needed to  in c rease  Johnson's usefu lness. But when 
it cam e to  a sse ss in g  Johnson's cu rren t repu ta tion , A bram s charac te rized  
the attitude of h is age as
a checkered  conception of Johnson as a  dogm atist, 
y e t, in E lio t's  w ords, "a dangerous person  to d is ­
ag ree  w ith"; a  m an im prisoned in  his 18th Century 
sensib ility , but somehow capable of such flashes 
of insight as h is p ioneer analysis of m etaphysical 
w it; a  re a d e r  exasperatingly  obtuse to the ex ce l-
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lence of Shakespeare now m ost adm ired , whose 
observations on Shakespearean  p assag es  o r 
c h a ra c te rs  n ev erth e less  continue to  provide points 
of d ep a rtu re  fo r  m any m odern  co m m en ta rie s . 188
N eedless to say , the evidence review ed in  th is  ch ap te r inclines us 
to believe th a t, of the two judgm ents given, that of A bram s is  probably  
c lo s e r  to  the m ark . Our attitude tow ard Johnson, p a rtic u la rly  a s  i t  is  r e ­
flec ted  in re c e n t h is to rie s  of c r i t ic ism , obviously is  a  checkered  conception. 
To be  su re , i t  w as argued in the f i r s t  th ree  ch ap ters  tha t the a ttitude of 
prev ious ages tow ard  Johnson w as probably m ore  checkered  than  we have 
be lieved . Yet su re ly  i t  w ill be adm itted  th a t we have a r r iv e d  a t a  degree of 
d isjunction in l i te ra ry  c ritic ism  unknown to our n ineteenth cen tu ry  fo re ­
b e a r s ,  and th a t, a s  a  consequence, a  checkered  repu ta tion  is  the  inevitable 
ra th e r  than  the  acciden tal condition of any m ajo r c r i t ic a l  influence. 189 in ­
deed, g lancing back over the w r i te r s  surveyed in  th is  c h ap te r , we cannot be 
a ltogether c e r ta in  th a t we find com m on th eo re tica l ground w here  a ll  of 
Johnson 's su p p o rte rs  can stand to ge ther, le t alone stand w ith h is  d e tra c to rs . 
A ccordingly, i t  seem s reasonab le  to  assum e th a t, in  Johnson 's checkered  
repu ta tion , we see  — in p a r t ,  a t le a s t  - - a  r a th e r  accu ra te  re flec tio n  of our 
d istinc tly  p iebald l i te ra ry  m ilieu .
In any c a se , it  is  c le a r  th a t the  v ariega ted  c lim ate  of our day has 
brought Johnson the c r i t ic  fa r  m o re  p ro fit than lo s s , and i t  should be rec o g ­
nized th a t, if  the d iscussion  in th is  chap ter su s ta in s  A b ram s ' view of John­
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son’s p resen t-d ay  standing, it  a lso goes a  long way tow ard undergirding 
D onner's a sse ssm en t of Johnson as the  w eightiest c ritic  since A ris to tle . 
Although adm ittedly they often seem  to have little  in  common except a  p ro ­
found adm iration  fo r Johnson, an im p ress iv e  num ber of our m ost widely r e ­
spected c r i t ic s  nevertheless have not only recognized the enduring value 
of Johnson's c ritic ism  but cited Johnson him self a s an  incom parable example 
of what a l i te ra ry  c r i t ic  ideally ought to be . M oreover, although we have 
noted the paradoxical nature  of the re la tionsh ip , it seem s c le a r that Johnson 
has exerted  a notable influence on T . S. E liot and F . R . L eav is , and it 
goes without saying that the c ritic  who has influenced these  two h as, a t 
le a s t ind irec tly , influenced many m ore  as w ell. F inally , as we shall see 
in  the chap ter which follow s, a significant num ber of Johnson's specific 
judgm ents have stood the te s t of tim e . T herefo re , it  seem s p roper to con­
clude th a t, if our attitude tow ard Johnson continues to  be a  checkered con­




-'-Some m ention should be m ade of sev e ra l la te  nineteenth and e a rly  
tw entieth century  h is to r ie s  of c ritic ism  which w ill not be taken up in our 
te x t. L aura  Johnson W ylie is  in teresting  to us because h e r  study — o rig i­
nally a Yale Ph.D . d isse rta tio n  in 1893 — seem s to confirm  the fact th a t, 
around the tu rn  of the cen tury , Johnson's support was confined to  the fa r  
side of the A tlantic. To be su re , M iss Wylie acknowledges that Johnson is 
fa r  le s s  hidebound than m any of h is  p re d e c e sso rs . But she c lea rly  assum es 
throughout that th e re  a re  no m ajo r English c r i t ic s  between Dryden and 
C oleridge. See Studies in the Evolution of English C ritic ism  (Boston, 1903), 
pp. 66, 85-86. Like o ther European w rite rs  we have considered  (See 
Chapter T h ree , note 77), Paul Ham elius was preoccupied w ith the question 
of Johnson's exact standing in  the sh ift from  C lassic  to Romantic values. 
Identifying Johnson as "d e r  fahigste  und beriihm teste V e rtre te r  der neo- 
k lassisch en  Schuule, " Ham elius does his b es t to  break  Johnson's thought 
down to C lassica l and Romantic com ponents. But he reach es  no very  s a t is ­
fac to ry  conclu sion: ' 'Soil deshalb der D ich ter, auf seine eigenen K rafte 
v e rtra u en d , Studien und A utorita ten  verw erfen , um nur seinen Neigungen zu 
gehorchen? D iesen Schluss v e rw irft Johnson; e r  empfiehlt in etwas unbestim m ten 
W orten die g ro ssen  M eister der alten  W eisheit, ohne seinen L esern  m itte ilen  
zu konnen, w orin d iese W eisheit besteh t. Johnsons A eusserungen [ s ic ] uber 
den W ert der K ritik  sind so voll von W idersprilchen dass es unmoglich i s t ,  
seinen eigenen Standpunkt fes tzu ste llen . L ite ra r isc h e r  Skeptizism us is t  de r 
einzige Name fu r seine ablehnende Haltung. Sie w ar eine Folge seiner 
peinlichen W ahrheitsliebe und des M iss trau en s, womit e r  seine eignen 
Gedanken, wie auch frem d e , p ru fte . Ein einziges M ittel, den W ert e ines 
Gedichtes zu e rp roben , la s s t  Johnson gelten : das is t  die Z e it, die das Echte 
und Edle am  Ende hervo rz ieh t und erh'dlt, w ahrend a lles  Gemeine un tergeh t. 
Johnson glaubt, d ass  d ies das K riterium  des v ie l befolgten Boileau gew esen 
s e i . " Die K ritik  in d e r englishchen L ite ra tu r des 17. und 18. Jahrhuriderts 
(B ruxelles, 1897), pp. 147-48. A la te r  and perhaps m ore im portant w r i te r ,  
W ladyslaw F o lk iersk i, is  of in te re s t to us fo r  an en tire ly  d ifferent rea so n .
In h is  influential study of eighteenth century  aesthe tics he does not so much 
as m ention Johnson's nam e. See E n tre  le  c la ss ic ism e  et le  rom antism e.
Etude su r 1'esthetique e t esthetic iens du XVIIIe siecle  (Cracow, 1925).
% (New Haven, 1955), v i. 
^(Edinburgh, 1949), n , 495.
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4Ib id ., p . 485.
5 Ib id ., p . 482. On the sco re  of Johnson's e a r ,  Sain tsbury  holds the 
view tliat Johnson had sim ply been  incapable of m onitoring  the  frequencies 
of such subtle m usicians as Spenser and M ilton (pp. 482, 490).
^Ib id ., pp. 485-86.
7"H ere and th e re  e x tra - li te ra ry  prejudice  — p o lit ic a l-e c c le s ia s ti­
c a l, a s  in the case  of M ilton; p a rtly  m o ra l, p a rtly  re lig io u s , and, it is  to 
be fe a re d , a  l i t t le  p e rso n a l, a s  in tha t of Swift — d is to rted  the  p re se n ta ­
tion . And it  is  quite  possib le  th a t a  s im ila r  d is to rtio n , due to  the sam e 
c au ses  o r o th ers , w as in the case  of G ray in tensified  by a  half-unconscious 
conviction tha t G ray ’s a im s and sp ir i t ,  if  not h is  actual poe tica l accom plish ­
m en ts , w ere  fa ta l to  the  school of poetry  to which the c r i t ic  h im se lf held"
(p. 487).
^Ibid. , p . 486.
9lb id . , p . 496.
10Jb id ., p . 488.
11Ib id ., p . 489.
12]b id ., p . 491.
^ C o n ce rn in g  Johnson 's p re fe ren ce  fo r the  num bers of D ryden and Pope 
to those of Spenser, Sain tsbury  says: "It is  no v a lid  r e to r t  th a t th is  is  s im ­
ply  a  d ifference of ta s te .  If a  m an, a s  som e m en  have done, says tha t Spen­
s e r  is  p leasing  and D ryden and Pope a re  not, then  the  r e to r t  is  v a lid . When 
the  position  is taken tha t both rhy thm s a re  p leasing , both re a lly  poetica l, 
bu t poe tica l in a  d ifferen t w ay, the defender of it  m ay laugh a t a ll  a s sa ila n ts "  
(p. 483).
14MH ere a t la s t ,  and h e re  a lm o st fo r  the f i r s t  tim e , ap p ea rs  that body 
of p u re  c r it ic a l app recia tion  of the actual w ork of l i te ra tu re  fo r  which we 
have been  w aiting so long, which we have m isse d  so so re ly  in  ancient tim e s , 
and w hich, in  the e a r l ie r  m odern , h as been given to us stin ted  and, what is  
w o rse , adu lte ra ted , by a rb i tra ry  re s tr ic tio n s  and p reoccupations. In C ole­
r id g e , in  H azlitt, in L am b, in Leigh Hunt even, to  nam e no o th e rs , we have 
re a l  'judging of a u th o r s , ' not — o r a t any ra te  not m ainly — d iscu ssio n  of 
k in d s, and a ttem pts to lay  down p rin c ip le s . They a re  judges, not ju r is ts ,
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'law m en ,' not law m ongers and p o tte re rs  with codes. A ppreciation and en ­
joym ent, with th e ir , in th is  case  n ece ssa ry , consequences, the com m unica­
tion of enjoym ent and appreciation  — these  a re  the chief and principal 
things with them , and these they never fa il to  provide" (Edinburgh, 1949), 
III, 413-14. In a  note, Saintsbury rem a rk s  that the G erm ans did the so r t  
of thing he is  talking about " ra th e r e a r l ie r  but not so well: the  F rench a l­
m ost if not quite as w ell and m ore volum inously, but la te r "  (p. 413, note 1).
15II, 483.
l^Ibid.
J-̂ Ib id ., p . 495.
18 Ikid.
^ ib id ., p . 4 9 6 , Concerning Johnson's c la rity  of v ision , Saintsbury 
m akes the following observation in  a  la te r  study: "His m ental v ision had 
qualities exactly the opposite of those of h is bodily sight. He may see n a r ­
row ly or a t a  wrong angle, but he always se e s , and sees c le a rly  what he 
s e e s ."  The Peace of the Augustans (London, 1916), p . 201.
20(New York, 1953), p . v iii.
2 ̂  Ib id ., p . v .
22 ibid.
23Ib id ., p . 115.
24Ib id ., p . 128.
25Ib id ., p . 127.
26Ib id ., p . 312.
27"English L ite ra tu re , 1660-1800: A C urren t Bibliography, " PQ, X 
(1931), 177.
28]bid.
2^Ibid. in  fa irn e ss  i t  should be noted th a t Crane c red ited  Bosker 
with displaying on occasion "a ce rta in  v igor of mind and a  capacity  fo r la rge
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v iew s."  He a lso  believed  B osker's book had value owing to the m any i l lu s t r a ­
tive  quotations from  such  m inor c r i t ic s  a s  Stockdale, Pye, H a r r is ,  Twining, 
Hoole, Belsham , Hayley, Aiken, and P inkerton.
30"On W riting the  H istory  of English C r i t ic is m ," U niversity  of 
T oronto Q u a rte rly , XXII (1953), 378.
31jbid.
32Ib id . , pp . 379-80 .
33Ib id . , pp . 380-81 .
^^(London, 1951), pp . v, 1.
35ib id . , p . 310. In h is re fe re n c e  to the p ra c tic e  of ga thering  to ­
g e th er " iso la ted  frag m en ts  . . . w hich, to m  fro m  th e ir  context [ , are} 
th e re fo re  d is to r te d ," A tkins c le a rly  accu ses  o th e rs  of a  fau lt of which, 
in  C rane’s view , a t  le a s t ,  he w as h im se lf  guilty .
36Ibid.
37Ib id . , p . 311,
38Ib id . , p . 312.
39C entra l to A tk ins’ argum ent is  the idea th a t, in  " re fu s in g  to accep t 
n e o -c la ss ic ism  a s  h is  c re ed , re je c tin g  a lso  the te s t  of m e re  individual 
ta s te ,  [Johnson} found in  the law of N ature  o r re a so n  h is guide; and in  thus 
m aking h is m ain  te s t  the appeal to the m ind of ra tio n a l m an, he gave d ire c ­
tion  to contem porary  c r i t ic ism , and p re p a re d  the  way a t le a s t  fo r  reaso n ed  
psychological m ethods y e t m ore  e ffec tive , when the m ind of m an  had been 
m o re  fully exp lo red" (p. 311). Of Johnson’s Shakespeare c r it ic ism , A tkins 
no tes tha t "while la te r  scho larsh ip  and heightened sen sib ilitie s  w ere  to lead  
to  a  fu lle r  under stand ing  of S h ak esp ea re 's  a r t ,  [Johnson* s j  P reface  rem a in s  
one of h is to r ic a l and in tr in s ic  in te re s t ,  in  v irtu e  of h is  u n e rr in g  sk ill in  
ind icating  e s se n tia ls , h is  reaso n ed  ju d ic ia l m ethods, and the  sound founda­
tions he laid  fo r  fu tu re  tex tu a l and aesth e tic  developm ents" (p. 243). A t­
kins sees the L ives of the  Poets p r im a r ily  a s  a  g re a t  h is to r ic a l event: 
"Catalogue L ives and a  few notable m onographs had appeared  before; but 
nothing com parab le , e ith e r  in  scope o r trea tm e n t, to Johnson 's wide and 
sign ifican t su rvey  of l i te ra r y  p e rfo rm an ces , em b rac in g  in  Cowley ce rta in  
a sp e c ts  of an e a r l ie r  p e rio d , in  M ilton the c losing  trium ph  of the R enascence
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age, and then the new trad itio n s of Dryden, Pope and Addison, with Gray 
and Collins opening up new v is ta s  h itherto  unappreciated . To-day the 
genera l p ic tu re  thus p resen ted  has become fam ilia r; but i t  w as f i r s t  in ­
d irec tly  outlined in  Johnson's pages. . . . [The Lives a r e j  in  fact none 
o ther than a trea su ry  of l i te ra ry  trad itio n s , if  not of an tiquarian  re se a rc h , 
embodying m a te ria l which, unsifted  and unorganized prev iously , n everthe­
le s s  gave new d irection  to c r i t ic a l  studies in  m aking the concern of c r it ic s  
from  now on not so much the a r t  of composing, a s of apprecia ting , poetry"
(p. 291). Although Johnson's M ilton c ritic ism  poses se rio u s p rob lem s,
Atkins is  able to point with approval to ce rta in  aspects of Johnson's d isc u s­
sion of Parad ise  L o s t. Specifically, he notes that i t  is  when Johnson "en­
la rg e s  on M ilton 's trea tm en t of [h isj epic s tru c tu re  . . . th a t Johnson's 
c r it ic a l  insight m ost c lea rly  em erg es"  (p. 295). M oreover, Atkins subm its 
Johnson's inability  to w ish — despite  h is  m any objections — that Milton had 
w ritten  "otherw ise than he did" as proof tha t Johnson is  no "hide-bound 
pedant . . . applying cu t-and -d ried  th eo ries  to the w ork in  h an d ."  He 
concludes tha t, fo r a ll h is want of im agination, Johnson had "experienced 
aesthe tica lly  the elem ental pow er of M ilton’s g rea t poem " (p. 296). Con­
cern ing  Johnson’s "am azing and apparently  insensa te  estim ate  of L ycidas, " 
Atkins is  m ore guarded. He notes that th is  notorious judgm ent probably 
stem s from  princip le ra th e r  than p re jud ice , and concedes th a t "[ijt re v e a ls , 
plainly enough, defective s tandards and defic iencies of e a r  and tem p era ­
m ent, seen  a lso  in  h is deafness to the charm  of the songs in  Cornus, o r 
h is ha lf-hearted  tribu te  to M ilton 's so n n e ts ." He concludes w ith the o b se r­
vation tha t " it is  possible to  s tr e s s  too strongly  th is p a rtic u la r  lapse in  
h is  trea tm en t of a subtle p iece  of poetry  which lay outside h is  range of 
v ision , especially  when view ed against the background of h is c ritic a l ach ieve­
m ent a s  a whole" (pp. 294-95). As m ight be an ticipated , A tkins com es 
c lo ses t to an  objective e s tim ate  in h is  d iscussion  of Johnson's c ritic ism  of 
Addison, Dryden, and Pope. He c learly  finds Johnson’s d iscussion  of 
A ddison's c ritic ism  to be congenial and em phasizes h is  approval of John­
so n 's  judgment that "Addison had provided the c ritic ism  tha t was needed 
in  h is d a y ," But he hastens to  add that "when Johnson dem urs to Addison’s 
e stim ate  of Chevy Chase he h im self is  a t fau lt"  (p. 304). In a  s im ila r  vein, 
Atkins a s s e r ts  that ' I t  is  in  h is  trea tm en t of D ryden's c r i t ic a l  w ork . . . 
th a t Johnson's own g rea tn ess  . . .  is  fo rced  upon u s, '* p r im a rily , i t  would 
seem , because Johnson's genuine adm iration  for h is sub jects causes him  
to w rite  "with an unwonted w arm th  of feeling" (p. 298). In addition, Atkins 
singles out fo r specia l p ra is e  the "m aste rly  use m ade of the com parative 
m ethod" in  the d iscussion  of Dryden and Pope in  the Life of the la tte r  poet 
(p. 302). But A tkins' tru e  co lo rs a re  never m ore evident than in  h is con­
s idera tion  of Johnson's c r itic ism  of Collins and Gray: "Nowhere . . . a re  
Johnson's shortcom ings attended with m o re  unfortunate re s u lts  than in  h is
248
tre a tm e n t of Collins and G ray , those h a rb in g e rs  of a  la te r  sp rin g  whose 
ly r ic a l fligh ts he w as unable to  follow " (p. 308).
40I b id . , p . 313,
41"On W riting the H isto ry  of E nglish  C ritic ism , 1650-1800," p . 381. 
N eedless to say , these  stud ies had a lread y  appeared  p r io r  to  C rane’s  r e ­
view of A tk ins. K eas t's  "The T h eo re tica l Foundations of Johnson 's C r iti­
c ism " had appeared  in  C ritic s  and C r itic is m , edited  by C rane and published 
in  1952. Indeed, Crane c ite s  th is  e ssa y  in  the review  under considera tion  
h e re  a s  an  exam ple "of the type of a n a ly sis  I  have in  m ind" (p. 382). M . H. 
A bram s had published h is "U nconscious E xpectations in  the Reading of 
P oetry" som ew hat e a r l ie r  in  ELH , IX (1942), 235-45. H ag stru m 's  Sam uel 
Johnson 's L ite ra ry  C ritic ism  appeared  in  the y e a r  following the publication 
of A tkins’ h is to ry , 1952.
42 Crane suggests th a t " fo r a ll  the good they  have done him  m o st of 
the m any exce llen t a r t ic le s  on seven teen th - and e igh teen th -cen tu ry  c rit ic ism  
in  the lea rn ed  jou rna ls  of the p a s t th re e  decades m ight a s  w ell not have 
been w ritten "  (p. 377). M. H. A bram s likew ise voices the opinion tha t 
"a lm ost to ta l neglect of [scho larsh ip  published  betw een 1900 and 1950J 
m ade J . W. H. A tk ins ' volum es on E nglish  c ritic ism  through the  eighteenth  
cen tu ry  a l l  but obsolete a t the tim e of p u b lica tio n ."  See M s rev iew  of 
Rerie W ellek, A H istory  of M odern C ritic ism , 1750-1950, v o ls . I and n ,
Yale R eview , XLV (1955), 147.
43philo logical P apers: U niversity  of W est V irg in ia , s e r ie s  52, 
no . 4-1 (O ctober 1951), 79.
44T . S. E lio t and the Idea of T rad itio n  (London, 1960), p . 58.
4^"Sam uel Johnson and the C ritic a l H eritage of T . S . E lio t, " Studia 
G erm anica G andensia , VI (1964), 231. The passage  c ited  by Mowat re a d s  
a s  follow s: "I m ay com m end a s  a  m odel to c r i t ic s  who d e s ire  to  c o rre c t  
som e of the p o e tica l v ag a rie s  of the p re se n t ag e , the follow ing passage  
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sc ru tiny  and com parison of meaning in  p o e try  which is  la te r  to make a  v a s t 
s trid e  in  C oleridge." Coleridge and the Im agination (New York, 1935), 
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bew ildered  to  find , from  tim e  to  tim e , th a t I  am  re g a rd e d  a s  one of the 
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and sub ject m a tte r . See "The A ssoc ia tion  of Ideas in  Sam uel Johnson 's 
C r i t ic is m ," MLN, LXIX (1954), 170-76.
258
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ing our p rob lem s (pp. 87-88).
CHAPTER V 
A CHECKERED CONCEPTION, CONTINUED:
SPECIFIC JUDGMENTS AND SPECIFIC DIFFICULTIES 
Although nineteenth century com m entators w ere  perhaps not quite 
so uniform ly contemptuous of Johnson’s Shakespeare c ritic ism  a s  some 
tw entieth century  au tho rities have believed, i t  is  neverthe less tru e  that 
betw een 1850 and 1910 the Shakespeare c ritic ism  w as re la tiv e ly  neglected 
while the L ives of the Poets w as, a s we have seen, frequently  published 
and rev iew ed . One reaso n  fo r th is  d isp a rity  is  obvious enough. The 
L ives is  sim ply m ore am enable to separa te  publication than the Preface 
and Notes to Shakespeare. T here is  a  m ore  significant reaso n  why the 
Shakespeare c ritic ism  lagged behind, how ever. With the exception of 
M ilton and possib ly  G ray, Johnson did not w rite  the life  of any poet whom 
the nineteenth century  held to be suprem ely  g re a t. But he had c learly  
walked on sa c re d  ground in  editing and com m enting on Shakespeare. 
A ccordingly, although we have noted one o r two w r ite rs  of the period  who 
cheered  Johnson’s re fu sa l to  cringe before the Bard, i t  seem s highly proba 
ble tha t m ost nineteenth century com m entators shared  som ething of John 
Bailey’s indignation a t Johnson’s p rac tice  of review ing the w orks of Shake­
speare  "with the confidence of a sch o o l-m aster going over a  boy 's e x e r ­
c ise ."* 1 It i s ,  of cou rse , generally  recognized that Coleridge was large ly
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responsib le  fo r laying on the qua si-re lig io u s tone winch charac te rized  
Shakespeare c ritic ism  in  the nineteenth and e a r ly  twentieth cen tu rie s . 
Coleridge, i t  w ill be rem em bered , held Shakespeare to be not m ere ly  g rea t 
but an a r t i s t  of divine if  occasionally  obscure perfec tion . M oreover, he 
stated  h is view s in  a  m anner which could sca rce ly  fa il to  have an adverse 
effect on Johnson's repu ta tion , fo r, a s  T. M . R aysor explains i t ,  Coleridge 
not only singled out the Preface fo r "persecu tion" in  se v e ra l lo st lec tu res  
of 1811 and 1812 but a ttacked  Johnson "in  a ll h is  lec tu res  . . . with a 
pe rs is ten cy  which exposed him to the charge of repe tition .
C lear proof tha t the Coleridgean attitude survived into the early
twentieth century  is  found in  a review  of S ir W alter R aleigh 's Johnson on
Shakespeare , a review  which appeared in  a  1908 issue  of the S pectator.
W riting under the title  "Shakespeare on Johnson, " the rev iew er said:
S hakespeare , fo r a ll of u s , is  one of those facts 
about which we stand in no need of comment; our 
re la tio n  to him  — like our re la tio n  to the s ta rs  
in  heaven — is  som ething quite defin ite , although, 
of cou rse , in  ne ither case  could we ex p ress  in 
w ords what th a t re la tio n  is  .3
Hence the title  of the e s sa y . In the re v ie w e r 's  opinion, i t  w as not p ro p er to
say that Johnson had p assed  judgm ent on Shakespeare. Instead , he believed
i t  was a  case  of Johnson h im self "being brought up for judgm ent before a
superio r p o w er.
From  1910 onward, how ever, com m entators on Johnson’s Shake­
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sp ea re  c r itic ism  seem  to have taken th e ir  cue not from  Coleridge but from  
D. Nichol Smith and Sir W alter R aleigh, and, a s  a re s u lt ,  Joseph Wood 
K rutch  w as able to qualify h is e s tim ate  of Johnson 's standing a s  a c ritic  
a s  of 1944. Although he noted a  g en e ra l tendency "to d ism iss  [Johnson*sj 
c r it ic ism  a s  pedantic and u n im ag in a tiv e ," he a lso  pointed out tha t "many 
of the m ost com petent of those who have recen tly  w ritten  about Shakespeare 
speak of Johnson w ith g re a t re s p e c t  both as e d ito r and as c r i t i c . C erta in ly , 
the h is to ria n s  of Shakespeare c r itic ism  who a re  h ea rd  from  in  the n ineteen- 
tw en ties and th ir t ie s  offer an  in te re s tin g  c o n tra s t to  o th er w r i te r s  of the 
sam e period  whom we surveyed  in  Chapter T h re e . Although som e of these  
h is to ria n s  occasionally  seem  to be w riting  about Johnson w ith one eye on 
C oleridge, a ll  of them  ag ree  w ith  Smith and Raleigh th a t Johnson not only 
m ade solid  contributions to  the p ro g re s s  of Shakespeare c r itic ism  but w rote 
com m en ta ries of g re a t in tr in s ic  value a s  w ell. Indeed, i t  w as D. Nichol 
Sm ith h im self who continued to  lead  the way in  a s se s s in g  the m e rits  of 
eighteenth  century  Shakespeare c r i t ic is m . In h is  Shakespeare in the 
E ighteenth C entury, which appeared  in  1928, Sm ith in s is ts  again  that "in  
a ll  re sp e c ts  [Johnson*sj ed ition  i s  incom parably  su p e rio r  [to Theobald’sJ. . . . 
His tex t is  e a s ily  the best tha t had yet appeared . Sm ith acknowledges th a t 
we have b e tte r  tex ts  today, of co u rse , but re p e a ts  h is  e a r l ie r  claim  that 
Johnson’s Notes re m a in  suprem e — an opinion w hich has come to be widely - 
held  in  our day, although, a s we shall see a  few pages fu r th e r  along, the
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Notes a r e ,  in  fac t, the sub ject of one of the m ost notable rec en t co n tro -
j
v e rs ie s  in  Johnson sch o la rsh ip .
If the h is to rian s  of Shakespeare c ritic ism  who a re  h eard  from  in
the e a rly  n in e tee n -th irtie s  a re  not quite so affirm ative  a s  Smith, they
n ev erth e less  em phasize w hat they consider to be Johnson 's achievem ents
and endeavor to m itigate  what they consider to be h is  f law s . Augustus
R alli, fo r exam ple, re le g a te s  Johnson 's N otes to  a  position  of secondary
im portance  owing to w hat he considers Johnson 's in sen sitiv ity  to Shakespeare’s
"ab ility  to  unveil a  m y s te ry . In addition , he is  convinced tha t m o st
m odern  r e a d e rs  w ill not ag ree  w ith Johnson that S hakespeare 's  comedy
exce ls  h is  trag ed y . But he a lso  believes th a t the P reface  is  a landm ark  in
Shakespeare c ritic ism  owing to  Johnson 's app lication  of "strong  sen se"  to
the p rob lem  of the un ities and to the then p reva iling  objections aga in st
m ingled com edy and trag ed y . U nfortunately, how ever, he also  suggests
th a t Johnson’s no-nonsense approach to Shakespeare is  useful to the  m odern
re a d e r  in  ano ther and perh ap s m ore  questionable way:
The p re se n t day has a  use fo r h is fau lt-find ing  which 
the age of fa ith  had not. Because he is  not awed by 
Shakespeare he can see  c le a rly  what is  before  him , 
and te l l  the tru th  about A ll 's  W ell and C ym beline, 
and thus jo in  hands a c ro ss  the gulf w ith those  of us 
a t  the p re se n t day who re je c t  the Folio a s  the work 
of one m an . 8
W riting  in  the sam e y e a r a s  R alli, 1932, V. K . K lla i likew ise s t r e s s e s  
the im portance of the P re fa c e , but not a t the expense of the N otes. Although
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he i s  willing to concede that Johnson m ay not have given sufficient em phasis 
in  the Preface to "the transcenden t quality of [Shakespeare*sj im agination, ’’ 
he argues that Johnson's "m assive and penetrating  common sense helps 
him  to see through the m is ts  of c ritic ism  [and enables him  to m akej o b se r­
vations on m any of the points in  S hakespeare 's a r t  [whichJ a re  final. "9 
Like Smith, how ever, P illai c ites  the Notes as Johnson's g rea tes t and m ost 
enduring contribution: "A student accustom ed to  using  the V ariorum  Shake­
sp ea re  instinc tive ly  tu rn s  h is eyes . . .  to  the notes of Johnson and he is  
nev er disappointed."-*-® Yet i t  is  in te res tin g  to  note that Pillai occasionally  
seem s to be a t one with o ther w rite rs  of h is day who tended, as we have 
seen , to judge Johnson’s im portance in te rm s  of h is  ro le  as a  tran sitional 
c r i t ic .  Of Johnson 's defense of Shakespeare in  the m a tte r  of m ingled 
d ram a , P illai say s: "Here Johnson is  a lm ost an ticipating the g rea t c r i t i ­
cal princip le  em phasized  by Coleridge tha t a g rea t work of a r t  rev ea ls  
the law s by which i t  has to be judged. " H
H erbert S. Robinson, a lso  w riting  in  1932, i s  likewise convinced 
th a t Johnson's re m a rk s  on m ixed tragedy  and comedy constitute "a p erfec t 
an ticipation of the  view in s is ted  on by Coleridge M oreover, like m any 
ano ther c ritic  befo re  him , he is  c lea rly  troubled  by what he considers 
Johnson 's "tendency to m ake d ram atic  a r t  subserv ien t to  a system  of m ora l 
va lu es"  a s  w ell a s  by Johnson’s em phatic opinion tha t " there  is  always 
som ething w anting in  S hakespeare 's tra g e d ie s . But Robinson gets
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around th is difficulty by m aking a  carefu l d istinction  between Johnson the 
c r it ic  on the one hand and Johnson the reso lu te  C hristian  and unsuccessfu l 
d ra m a tis t on the o ther, and, in  the end, he aw ards Johnson a p lace in the 
fron t rank  of the ed ito rs  and c ritic s  of Shakespeare. To be su re , Robinson 
does m ake the usual concession tha t "Johnson m ay c learly  be defective on 
the aesth e tic  s id e ," but he a lso  in s is ts  on its  co ro llary  — that "when a 
problem  is  one that m ay be se ttled  by reaso n , [Johnson i s j  a thorough 
m a s te r  of the situation. Robinson does not believe tha t Johnson’s r e a ­
son is  seen  a t i ts  best in  the N otes, how ever. Although he acknowledges 
tha t Johnson’s Notes a re  su p erio r to those of any o ther eighteenth century 
e d ito r , ^  he nev erth e less  concludes that Johnson's m ajo r contribution to 
Shakespeare c ritic ism  is  the P reface, which he designates
as  the f i r s t  a ttem pt to a rr iv e  a t a judicial estim ate  
of Shakespeare 's  g re a tn e ss . Honesty, frankness, 
and plain  com m on-sense, - -  qualities which se rved  
to m ake Johnson a commanding figure  in  h is a g e , — 
a re  the distinguishing c h a ra c te ris tic s  of h is sum m ary 
of faults and v ir tu e s . *6
On balance, then, K rutch’s estim ate  in  Sam uel Johnson appears to 
have been sound. In the f i r s t  four decades of the tw entieth century , Johnson 
the c ritic  plainly did enjoy a noticeably higher standing among com m entators 
on Shakespeare than he did in  the w orld of le t te rs  generally . It should be 
m ade c le a r , however, th a t the d istinction  has m ore significance fo r us 
(it is  a  point we shall re tu rn  to  la te r  on) than it  did fo r K rutch. He m entions
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i t  only casually  a t the outset of a  chapter in  which he is  fa r  m ore in te re s te d  
in  upgrading Johnson's c u rren t standing th a t in trac in g  h is reputation  in  
ages p a s t. Obviously, then, h is em phasis is  on the c r it ic a l side of John­
son 's  Shakespearean lab o rs . Yet we should note th a t, like D. Nichol 
Smith, K rutch sees Johnson a s  one of S hakespeare 's  m o st im portant 
ed ito rs  a s  well:
[W Jhatever Johnson's defects m ay have been he was 
a t lea s t, when everything had been taken into consid­
e ra tio n , so m uch the best yet to  appear tha t no sub­
sequent ed ito r fo r a  very  long tim e to come ev er 
thought e ith e r of m aking a clean  sweep of h is work 
o r of going back to any of h is p red e ce sso rs  fo r a 
s ta rtin g  point. Yet to th is it  certain ly  m ust be 
added that, a s  an  ed ito r, he is  the la s t and best of 
one school ra th e r  m ore than the f i r s t  of ano ther.
His method w as to supplem ent good sense with 
knowledge and re s e a rc h . His su ccesso rs  have 
tended to supplem ent knowledge and re s e a rc h  with 
good sense - -  when they could m uster i t .  Perhaps 
th is m eans that Johnson c a rr ie d  the m ethod of good 
sense as fa r  a s  i t  can be c a r r ie d . ^
On the c ritic a l side , however, K rutch is plainly convinced tha t John­
son 's m ethod of good sense has yet to be superseded . In th is  connection, 
i t  w as suggested a t the conclusion of C hapter Three th a t K rutch 's defense 
of Johnson's th is-w orld ly  conception of the im agination probably m ark s  the 
s ta rtin g  point of the la tes t rev iva l of Johnson 's c ritic ism . It w ill be r e ­
called , p e rh ap s, tha t K rutch’s rem a rk s  on th is score  a re  advanced in  
support of Johnson's conception of Shakespeare as the poet of n a tu re , the 
poet who, a s  K rutch sees i t ,  "seem s m o st com pletely to have rea lized
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the ideal of knowledge which Im lac had described  fo r the benefit of R as- 
s e la s ." 1® In e ssen ce , Krutch a rgues th a t, in  concentrating on Shakespeare’s 
"power to rep re se n t what the re a d e r  recognizes as a  true  p ictu re  of human 
nature and human l if e ,"  Johnson had not only dealt adm irably  with tha t 
aspec t of Shakespeare’s a r t  which the m ajo rity  of re a d e rs  doubtless w ill 
always value m ost, but, in  the p ro c e ss , had probably accounted fo r as 
much of S hakespeare 's g rea tn ess  as can be sa tis fac to rily  conceptualized. ^  
Indeed, K rutch strongly im plies th a t la te r  c r itic s  who endeavored to follow 
Shakespeare into rea lm s m ore "tenuously connected with the common ex ­
perience of manMnd" had sim ply vanished into the m is ts  in  p u rsu it of the 
20in exp licab le .
In addition to landing hard  on long-standing com plaints about John­
son 's im aginative deficiency, K rutch likew ise seem s to have had ju s t about 
the la s t  w ord on two o ther hoary objections: that Johnson was too rig id ly  
didactic and that he lacked tha t degree  of rev e ren ce  which Coleridge deem ed 
p ro p er in a  c ritic  of Shakespeare. Although K rutch c learly  believes that 
eighteenth century  c ritic ism  was se riously  handicapped by the p reva iling  
assum ption tha t poe try  should teach  explicit m o ra l le sso n s, he neverthe ­
le s s  a rgues tha t Johnson’s d idactic ism  poses no re a l  problem  in  the Shake­
speare  c r i t ic is m . To be s u re , he adm its tha t Johnson is  absolute in  his 
insistence  that "the end of poetry  is  to in s tru c t by p le a s in g ," so absolute 
that
268
one w onders no t a t Johnson 's  m ild  com plain t th a t a 
fa ilu re  to  e n fo rc e  m o ra l le s so n s  m u st be l is te d  
am ong S h a k e sp ea re 's  d e fe c ts , but th a t the poet i s  
no t th e re fo re  su m m arily  d ism isse d  r a th e r  than  
accep ted  a s ,  a l l  th ings co n sid ered , incom parab ly  
the g re a te s t  of the m o d e m s .21
But K ru tch  goes on to  d e m o n s tra te  th a t Johnson 's b a rk  is  f a r  w o rse  th an  h is
b ite  on th is  s c o re , and concludes th a t  i t  se em s " rea so n ab le  to  say  . . . th a t,
a t  the co st of a  c e r ta in  am ount of in co n s is ten cy , he t r e a ts  w hat he p ro c la im s
a  m a jo r  defic iency  a s  though i t  w e re , in  r e a l i ty , a  v e ry  m in o r one. "^2
A s m igh t be an tic ip a ted , K ru tch ’s r e m a rk s  a r e  som ew hat m o re
a s c e rb ic  w hen he tu rn s  to  those  who w ould d isqualify  Johnson on grounds of
i r r e v e r e n c e :
T hose [who follow C oleridge in  b e liev in g  th a t a  
" re v e re n tia l  tone" is  the  t e s t  of S hakespeare  
c r it ic ism J  w ill c e rta in ly  th ink  Johnson a  bad 
c r i t ic ,  fo r  h is  tone i s  c e rta in ly  le s s  r e v e re n tia l  
than  i t  i s  "m an ly . " But an  a ttitude  such  a s  h is  
h as one g re a t  ad v an tag e . It leads a  c r i t ic  to  e x ­
p o se  f re e ly  w h a tev e r lim ita tio n s  we need  take in to  
co n sid era tio n  w hen re a d in g  h im , and i t  m akes i t  
u n n e ce ssa ry  fo r  him  to  o b scu re  h is  own w ritin g  
w ith  g ran d io se  tr ib u te s  to  ineffable q u a litie s  even 
when he is  d isc o v e rin g  them  only in  o rd e r  to  dem on­
s tra te  how " re v e re n t ia l"  he can b e . 23
In su b s tan ce , th en , K rutch  can  be sa id  to  m ake a  good case  fo r  the
p ro p o sitio n  th a t  Johnson - -  the c r i t ic  who be lieved  th a t S hakespeare  w as
g re a t  b ecau se  he had , b e t te r  than  any  o th e r  m o d ern , he ld  up a  m ir r o r  to
n a tu re  - - i s  s c a rc e ly  in fe r io r  in  any  m eaningful sen se  to  la te r  c r i t ic s  who
en d eav o red  to  exp la in  S h a k e sp ea re 's  g re a tn e s s  in  m o re  e s o te r ic  te r m s .
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Indeed, K rutch suggests that these  la te r  c r it ic s  m ay have done th e ir  sub­
je c t a  d is se rv ic e , fo r , a s  he o b se rv es ,
Shakespeare tended to  lo se  popularity  in  the w idest 
sense  of the te rm  as he becam e m ore  and m ore  the 
p o ssess io n  of c r i t ic s  who la id  m ore  and m ore  s t r e s s  
upon q ualities  which the un in structed  could ha rd ly  be 
expected e ith e r  to pe rce iv e  o r to v a lu e .24
But th ere  m ay be an  e lem ent of paradox in  Krutch*s fina l e s tim a te , fo r  he 
seem s to acknowledge th a t Johnson w as h im self in s tru m en ta l in  p lacing  
Shakespeare in  the hands of the sc h o la rs  and thus n e ce ssa r ily  a t a  fu rth e r  
rem ove from  the g en era l pub lic . He explains th a t, on the h is to r ic a l side, 
Johnson the c r i t ic  is  im portan t because he "contributed  pow erfully  to  the 
p ro c e ss , a lre ad y  p re tty  fa r  advanced when he w ro te , through which Shake­
speare  w as becom ing estab lished  a s  a  genuine c la ss ic  and unquestionably 
the f i r s t  of m odern  p o e ts ."25
W riting  in  1944, the sam e y e a r  th a t K rutch published Sam uel Johnson, 
J. Dover W ilson advanced ano ther theo ry  concerning the h is to ric a l context 
of Johnson 's Shakespeare c r i t ic ism . In addition to claim ing th a t Johnson 
te l ls  u s m o re  about F a ls ta ff  in  seven  sen tences than  Bradley m anages to  
do in  "tw enty-seven eloquent p ag es, " he e x p re sse s  the  opinion th a t the 
m odern  re a d e r  of S hakespeare 's  h is to ry  p lays d e riv e s  an  im p o rtan t ex tra  
dividend fro m  the fac t th a t Johnson w ro te  on Shakespeare when he did and 
not la te r .  In the opening chap ter of The F ortunes of F a ls ta ff, which b e a rs  
the significant title  "Introduction: Back to  Johnson, " W ilson s ta te s  h is
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case as follow s:
Shakespeare lived in  the w orld of Plato and St.
Augustine; since the F rench  Revolution we have 
been  living in  the w orld  of Rousseau; and th is  fact 
lay s  m any tra p s  of m isunderstand ing  fo r unsuspec t­
ing  r e a d e r s . . . .  And of a ll  the p la y s , those  d ea l­
ing  with h is to r ic a l o r p o litica l them es a re  m ost liable 
to  be thus m is re a d . But D r. Johnson s ti ll  lived in  
S hakespeare 's  w orld , a  w orld which w as held  together, 
and could only be held  to ge ther, by au tho rity  based on 
and working through a  carefu lly  p re se rv e d  gradation 
of ran k . He w as n ev e r tire d  of p ro c la im in g  the v i r ­
tu es  of the P rincip le  of Subordination, a p rin c ip le  
w hich lie s  a t the ro o t of Plato’s Republic and finds 
m agnificent rh e to r ic a l expression  in  the speech on 
D egree which Shakespeare gives his U ly sses . John­
so n 's  view on the p o litica l p lays, the  g re a te s t  of 
w hich is  H enry IV , m e r its  th e re fo re  our m o st c a re ­
ful a tten tion , since  the  chances a re  th a t, sh arin g  as 
he did S hakespeare 's  po litica l assum p tions, he w ill 
understand  h is  in tentions b e tte r  than we d o .26
In terestin g ly  enough, how ever, the m ost notable recen t co n troversy  
in  the a re a  of Johnson's Shakespeare c ritic ism  h as not been concerned w ith 
the h is to ric a l significance of h is  edition, o r , indeed, w ith a question th a t is  
re a lly  re le v an t to  his c r i t ic a l  acum en. Instead , the con troversy  stem s 
from  a  charge  which A rthu r Sherbo has ra is e d  concern ing  Johnson's in te g rity , 
p a rticu la rly  h is  in teg rity  a s  a w r ite r  of Notes to S h ak esp eare . P rio r to  
exam ining Sherbo*s charges in  d e ta il, i t  m ay be helpful to focus our a tte n ­
tion  b rie fly  on the tw entieth cen tu ry ’s attitude tow ard  Johnson 's N o tes. As 
we have seen  in  th is  chap ter and a lso  in C hapter T h re e , a  significant
num ber of p rom inent m odem  w r i te r s  have designated the Notes as Johnson’s
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m ain contribution to Shakespeare c ritic ism . Indeed, some of them  have
gone so fa r  a s  to suggest that, as  a  com m entator on Shakespeare’s tex t,
Johnson continues to be unrivaled fo r common sense and knowledge of
human n a tu re . Not su rp ris ing ly , it  is  D. Nichol Smith who provides us
with the m o st em phatic statem ent of th is point of view:
There axe sev e ra l kinds of explanatory no tes, but 
there  a re  two m ain kinds; there  a re  those which r e ­
quire h is to ric a l knowledge, whether of events, or 
social conditions o r hab its , o r books, o r  language; 
and there  a re  those which req u ire  knowledge of 
human nature; and in  the kind of notes which alone 
could be w ritten  if  a ll  the lib ra r ie s  in  the world 
w ere bu rned , and we had nothing to guide us but 
our common sense and what we know of our fellow 
c rea tu re s  and of the workings of the head and of 
the h eart, Johnson is  suprem e. In a ll those p a s ­
sages w here scholarsh ip  and h is to rica l knowledge 
fail to give us th e ir  a id  there  is  s till  no m ore he lp ­
ful guide than  h e . Once we know him we m ay be 
tru sted  to a sk , when baffled by a difficult passage,
"What does Johnson sa y ? "27
M oreover, i t  seem s c lea r that Johnson's Notes have not only been 
widely adm ired  by tw entieth century c ritic s  but w idely adopted by tw entieth 
century e d ito rs . To be su re , A rthu r M . E astm an has argued th a t Johnson’s 
reputation suffered in  the nineteenth and e a rly  tw entieth cen tu ries p rec ise ly  
because subsequent ed ito rs  had ignored the N o te s .28 But W arren  F le ischauer 
has v igorously  and, i t  would seem , successfu lly  defended Johnson’s su cces­
so rs again st E astm an’s charge of neglect:
Hie resp ec tfu l recep tion  and thorough consideration 
accorded Johnson’s com m entary by m odern ed ito rs ,
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even when they have m ost vigorously rebutted  i t ,  as  
well a s  th e ir  adoption with acknowledgement of the 
eighteenth century e d ito r’s p a ra p h rases  and g lo sses , 
have been m ade so patent [in m y study]} that D r.
E astm an 's allegation against the scholarly  in teg rity  
and diligence o r [s ic j n early  two cen turies of Shake­
spearean  com m entators is  no le s s  than scandalous.
Even the m ost superfic ia l acquaintance with any of 
the sev era l, but p a rticu la rly  of the m ore  recen t, 
volumes of the New V ariorum  edition could have 
spared  D r. E astm an his obvious m issta tem en t of 
fa c t . Even the m ost cu rso ry  glance a t any of the 
volum es of The New Cambridge Edition, p a rticu la rly  
those edited  by J. Dover W ilson, would have confuted 
D r. E astm an’s a sse rtio n , as would have the m ost 
casual exam ination of the notes in  K ittredge’s ed i­
tion . 29
A ll things considered, then, it  can be said  that Johnson’s Notes had 
attained  a high place in the esteem  of a  g rea t many twentieth century  Shake­
speare  scho lars  when, in  1956, A rthur Sherbo charged that Johnson had 
paid fo r  a t le a s t som e of th is  esteem  in  the cu rrency  of stolen id e a s . M ost 
re a d e rs  w ill be aw are in  th is connection that Sherbo 's attitude tow ard John­
son has been somewhat am bivalent. No m an could have done m o re , p e rh ap s, 
to give a full account of Johnson's Shakespearean lab o rs  o r to m ake h is Notes 
available in th e ir  en tire ty  to the m odern r e a d e r .^0 On the o ther hand, i t  
is  c e rta in  that no serious m odern scho lar has advanced m ore damaging 
accusations against Johnson's c h a ra c te r . It should not be in fe rre d , of 
cou rse , that Sherbo 's p rim ary  intention in  Samuel Johnson, E ditor of Shake­
speare  is  to prove Johnson a p la g ia ris t. On the con tra ry , he te lls  us that
h is a im  is  to dem onstrate  tha t additional knowledge and insight into Johnson
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"as c ritic  and ed ito r - -  and m an" can be derived from  a carefu l study of 
the N otes. 3* Indeed, he contends tha t Johnson's m odern reputation  has b e ­
come disto rted  because such prom inent w rite rs  as F . R. L eavis, J. W. H. 
A tkins, and M. H. A bram s have attem pted to a s s e s s  the Shakespeare c r i t i ­
c ism  on the basis of the Preface a lo n e . 32
But Sherbo a lso  in s is ts  th a t, p r io r  to undertaking a study of the c r i t i ­
cism  in the Notes, we m ust face up to what he believes to  be the fact of 
Johnson’s extensive p lag ia rism . M ore specifically , he w arns us th a t, when 
we follow D. Nichol Sm ith 's advice and tu rn  to Johnson fo r c larifica tion  of 
a  difficult passage in  Shakespeare, we m ay not be turning to Johnson a t a ll 
but ra th e r  to one of Johnson's contem poraries o r  p red ecesso rs :
Simple fo rgetfu lness on Johnson's p a r t  does not 
provide a  sa tis fac to ry  answ er [to the problem  of 
unacknowledged borrow ings}. . . . the num ber of 
. . . borrow ed notes and em endations is  too g rea t.
When th is bald a sse r tio n  is  documented it w ill no 
longer be enough to  a sk , with D. Nichol Smith,
"when baffled by a difficult passage, 'W hat does 
Johnson say ?" ': one m ust ask  fu rth e r , "Did John­
son say  th is , o r  is  he pa raphrasing  the comment 
of ano ther critic?"33
It should be m ade c lea r th a t Sherbo does not confine h is charge of
p lag ia rism  to the N o tes. Although he acknowledges that i t  is  now generally
adm itted  that Johnson had little  to  say in  the Preface that was new, he
nevertheless contends tha t i t  is  s t i l l  not sufficiently recognized how heavily
Johnson leaned on ideas in  general cu rrency  and, m ore  to Sherbo 's point,
274
on the ideas of previous com m en ta to rs. He in s is ts  th a t there  a r e , in  the 
P reface , "verbal echoes" and ag reem en ts , "even to m inor d e ta ils ," which 
have not been given the "full exposition" which they d e s e rv e .34 Sherbo 
concedes, how ever, tha t the Preface is  nonetheless "a m agnificent r e s ta te ­
m ent of the eighteenth cen tu ry 's  thinking on Shakespeare" and that perhaps 
"Johnson's su p erio r command of language enabled him  to  say m ore s t r ik ­
ingly and m ore m em orably what h is p red e ce sso rs  had said  before him .
Sherbo 's argum ent on th is poin t ra is e s  an in te res tin g  question. 
Although we can sca rce ly  pursue the m a tte r , i t  i s  in trigu ing  to speculate 
on the possib ility  that he is  sim ply read ing  s in is te r  im plications in  the 
sam e so r t  of evidence which led T . S. Eliot and F . R . Leavis to celebra te  
Johnson as an unparalleled  exam ple of a  c ritic  a t  w ork  within a positive 
l i te ra ry  trad itio n . I t seem s reasonab le  to expect tha t such a c ritic  would 
not only partic ipa te  in  many of the b asic  assum ptions of his colleagues and 
p red e ce sso rs  but, in  an essay  such a s  the Preface to Shakespeare, share  
a t le a s t som e of th e ir  language and m inor details a s  w e ll. In th is connection, 
M . R . Ridley has suggested that, in  h is  insistence  th a t the Preface is  a 
derivative docum ent, Sherbo does no m ore  than "show us what we knew a l ­
ready , that Johnson was in  many ways a  man of h is a g e . "^6
In any event, Sherbo is  p rim a rily  concerned w ith the Notes, and, 
fortunately fo r h is th e s is , a sufficient num ber of these  survive h is rigo rous 
p re lim in ary  investigation to  se rv e  a s  a basis  fo r a  study which includes a
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valuable d iscussion  of Johnson 's c r it ic a l vocabu lary  a s  w ell a s  an  a p p rec ia ­
tive e s tim a te  both of Johnson 's sensitiv ity  to S hakespeare 's  language and 
Johnson 's insigh t into the m otivation of S hakespeare 's  c h a rac te r  s .  ̂  
In te re stin g ly , Sherbo sing les out fo r specia l p ra is e  a note in  which he b e ­
lieves both face ts  of Johnson 's c r i t ic a l  ex p ertise  to be a t w ork sim ultaneously . 
Com m enting on M acbeth 's re fe ren c e  to D uncan's " s ilv e r  skin laced  with 
. . . blood, " Johnson condemned the im age bu t p ra ise d  i ts  d ram atic  p ro ­
p rie ty : "It is  not im probab le , th a t Shakespeare put these  fo rced  and un­
n a tu ra l m etaphors in to  the m outh of M acbeth a s  a  m ark  of a r tif ic e  and d is ­
sim ulation , to  show the difference betw een the studied language of hypocrisy , 
and the n a tu ra l ou tcries  of sudden p a s s io n ."  T h is , Sherbo te lls  u s , is  
Johnson a t  h is  b e s t, and i t  is  w orth  noting th a t he seem s to be in  exact 
ag reem en t with D. N ichol Smith tha t Johnson 's fo rte  a s  a  c r i t ic  of Shake­
speare  lay  in  h is  ab ility  to in fe r w ith convincing sk ill what a  given c h a ra c te r  
w as ap t to  do and say  under a given se t of c irc u m s ta n c e s . 38
Yet fo r our pu rp o ses S herbo 's p re lim in a ry  d iscussion  is  m o re  im ­
p o rtan t than  h is genera lly  favorable final e s tim ate  of Johnson's c r it ic ism , 
fo r , a s  we have seen , Sherbo in s is ts  in  h is e a r ly  ch ap ters  th a t Johnson 's 
a lleged  p lag ia rism  com pels us to  undertake nothing le s s  than a  fu ll-sca le  
reva lu a tion  of h is standing a s  a  c r i t ic  of Shakespeare:
Fu tu re  evaluations of Johnson a s  ed ito r and c r it ic  
of Shakespeare m ust be based  on w hat can be dem on­
s tra te d  to  be undeniably h is own w ork  and not th a t of
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h is p re d e c e s s o rs . E x isting  opinions m u st be r e ­
v ised , and ce rta in  judgm ents on h is m e r i t  a s  a 
w rite r  of n o tes , p a ra p h ra s e r  of d ifficult p a ssa g es , 
and definer of w ords m ust be m odified . The e v i­
dence h e re  p resen ted  m akes i t  c le a r  th a t Johnson's 
edition should be approached w ith som e caution. 39
It w ill be re c a lle d , p e rh ap s , th a t S herbo 's  charges did not go unchal­
lenged. A rth u r M. E astm an , fo r exam ple, contended w ith some heat th a t 
Sherbo had, on the b a s is  of what E astm an  considered  insufficient evidence 
and "s tra in ed "  reason ing , a ttem pted  to do m ore  than ca ll fo r  a  re a s se s sm e n t 
of Johnson 's repu ta tion  a s  a  c r i t ic  of Shakespeare . E astm an  c lea rly  b e ­
liev es th a t S herbo 's p r im a ry  purpose w as to re p re se n t Johnson as a  th ie f 
and lia r :
If we accep t P ro fe sso r S herbo 's a rgum en t, we see 
in  Johnson an  e igh teen th -cen tu ry  Iago, an im pudent 
scoundrel who ro b s  h is  v ic tim , then  blackens h is  
repu ta tion , a ll  the while w earing  a  m ask  of judicious 
innocence contem ptuous of hum an m ean n ess . This 
i s  not an  im age the b e s t m inds of Johnson 's cen tury  
would have recogn ized  n o r is  i t  the  im age h is to ry  
has come to know, but i t  is  the im age to which P ro ­
fe s so r  Sherbo 's charge leads u s . 40
It m ust be recogn ized  th a t Sherbo responded  to  E as tm an 's  c ritic ism  
in  a  m anner which seem s curiously  a t v ariance  w ith the tone and evident 
purpose  of h is  d iscussion  in  Samuel Johnson, E d ito r of S hakespeare . Although 
he continues to argue in  h is rep ly  to E astm an  tha t we m ust rev ise  "our 
p ic tu re  of Johnson" on the b a s is  of the evidence p resen ted  in  h is study, Sherbo 
n ev erth e less  contends th a t he is  an a d m ire r  of Johnson who d iffers from
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other scho lars only to the extent (not the fac t) of Johnson's unacknowledged 
borrow ings. In  sho rt, he apparently  d e s ire s  to  have it  both w ays. He r e ­
qu ires his re a d e rs  not only to  recognize that Johnson p lag iarized  extensively 
but to rev ise  th e ir  opinion of Johnson accordingly . At the sam e tim e, how­
e v e r, he apparently  does not w ish to acknowledge that he has impugned 
Johnson's in teg rity . In any event, he specifically  labels Johnson's alleged 
p lag iarism  a "m isdem eanor" and seem s perplexed by the v igor of E as t­
m an 's  rem ark s:
I  s till  adm ire Johnson g rea tly  even if  I am rig h t 
and he did p lag iarize  from  Heath. I don't think 
h e 's  an  Iago, and I 'm  tru ly  su rp rised  that P ro ­
fe sso r  E astm an should feel tha t my exam ination 
of the evidence m akes him one. What is  m o re ,
I ’m fu rth e r su rp rise d  tha t Johnsonians and Shake- 
spearians should feel i t  n ecessa ry  to  ra lly  to  John­
so n 's  defense. . . . I 'm  not try in g  to be an icono­
c last; I ’m  sim ply giving my in te rp re ta tio n  of the 
fac ts a s  I  see th e m .41
It seem s safe to assum e th a t m ost m odem  re a d e rs  tend to reg a rd  
p lag ia rism  as som ething m ore se rio u s than a  m isdem eanor, how ever, and 
the question we need to consider is ,  obviously, what effect Sherbo’s a lleg a ­
tions have had on Johnson’s repu tation . The answ er seem s to  be tha t, in  
the  decade since th e ir  publication, these  allegations have had little  o r no 
effect tha t is  re flec ted  in  p r in t.  In th is connection, Roger M cCutcheon's 
casual response  to Sherbo 's charges m ay be even m ore significant than 
A rthu r M . E astm an 's  indignant reb u tta l. W riting in  1961, McCutcheon
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sim ply shrugs off the question of p lag iarism . Noting that Sherbo’s book
" is , on the whole, a very  good one, " McCutcheon continues in  a  m anner
which any of h is  fo rm er students would recognize as ch arac te ris tic :
The fac ts p resen ted  indicate that Johnson's o rig i­
nality  as an ed ito r and com m entator was not very  
g re a t. Even the Preface m ust now be described 
as a  m agnificent res ta tem en t of the eighteenth- 
century position on Shakespeare, s trik in g  and 
m em orable , but not o rig in a l.42
But McCutcheon apparently  does not deem i t  n e ce ssa ry  to defend Johnson’s
c h a rac te r . Instead , he c r itic iz e s  Sherbo fo r fa iling  to give sufficient cred it
to Johnson’s achievem ent a s  an in te rp re te r  of Shakespeare:
What Sherbo does not give us is  a  sa tisfac to ry  
account of the exp lica tions. Many lo v e rs  of John­
so n 's  Shakespeare adm ire  i t  m ore fo r  the exegeti- 
cal m a te ria ls  than fo r any other p a r t .  In my opin­
ion, Johnson's exegesis has been approached by 
only one la te r  ed ito r, George Lym an K ittredge.43
On the whole, then, we can say that, fo r the tim e being a t le a s t, John­
son has successfu lly  w eathered A rthu r Sherbo 's charges and continues to 
stand high am ong the g rea t c r itic s  of Shakespeare. This i s  not to  say, of 
cou rse , that Johnson’s Shakespeare c ritic ism  is  universally  adm ired  in  our 
day o r even th a t i t  is  widely adm ired  without se rio u s  qualifications. Even 
so friendly a  c r it ic  a s  M. H. A bram s rem inds us tha t allowances w ill a l­
w ays have to  be m ade fo r a c r it ic  who "[m adej Shakespeare out to  b e , 
s ty lis tica lly , p e rh ap s , the m ost fallible genius ev er to hold a pen . "44 More 
damaging s till i s  the judgment of another friend ly  c ritic , F . R . L eavis.
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Although he believes Johnson to  be w ell-n igh  in fallib le  on Augustan poe try ,
L eavis contends th a t, in  fa iling  to  exalt the trag e d ie s  and in  dealing with
h is subject throughout a s  m e re ly  "a g rea t novelist who w rite s  in  d ram atic
fo rm , " Johnson p rov ides us w ith an apprecia tion  of Shakespeare which is
"calam itously  defective":
To use the tim e-hono red  phrase ', [Johnson} values 
Shakespeare — and ex to ls him  in  adm irab ly  
c h a ra c te r is tic  te rm s  — fo r h is "knowledge of the 
hum an h eart" ; and the Preface to  Shakespeare 
should be a  locus c la ss icu s  fo r the  insufficiency 
of an app recia tion  of S hakespeare 's  "knowledge 
of the hum an heiart" th a t is  not a t  the sam e tim e 
an  app recia tion  of the p oetry . 45
Yet if  we can point to  im portan t m odem  c r i t ic s  who believe that 
S h ak esp ea re 's  achievem ent lay  beyond Johnson 's g ra sp , we a re  h a rd -p re s se d  
to  find one who follows the n ineteenth  century  consensus in  dam ning John­
so n 's  Shakespeare c r itic ism  in  toto a s  an e x e rc ise  in  stubborn  p e r v e r s i t y .^  
M oreover, we can d e tec t an  occasional soft spot in  the opposition of even 
Johnson’s s e v e re s t  m od em  c r i t ic s .  W illiam  K. W im satt, fo r  exam ple, has 
edited  a  se lec tion  of Johnson’s Shakespeare c r it ic ism  and defended th is  a c t 
w ith an a rgum en t which i s  a t  le a s t  im p lic it in  h is  d iscussion  of Johnson in  
L ite ra ry  C r itic ism , A Short H is to ry . He suggests th a t, w hile Johnson's 
observations on Shakespeare m ust not be a ssum ed  to r e s t  on valid  c r it ic a l 
p rin c ip le s , they  n e v e rth e le ss  a re  stim ulating  and somehow valuable . W im - 
s a t t 's  re m a rk s  in  th is  connection a re  a lso  in te re s tin g  to us because his
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point of view re p re se n ts  such a fa r  cry  from  that of the Edwardian rev iew er
cited  ea rly  in  th is  chap ter. The rev iew er, i t  w ill be reca lled , believed
th a t, in  c ritic iz in g  Shakespeare, Johnson had been brought up fo r judgment
before a  su p erio r pow er. W im satt, on the other hand, sees Johnson’s
Shakespeare c ritic ism  a s  an enlightening confrontation of equals:
. . . ce rta in  m otions of Johnson's sp ir it . . . may be 
conceived as not en tire ly  subdued to the schem es of 
h is c ritic a l reason ing . One difference between John­
son and m ost o ther l i te ra ry  c rit ic s , and especially  
betw een him  and m any o ther c ritic s  of h is own tim e, 
is  the fu llness and depth with which he responds to  a  
w ork of l ite ra tu re  and to the author of tha t w ork.
Johnson responds w ith a m assive m ovem ent of bis 
p e rsonality . Som etim es th is  w orks to inform  and 
illum inate a  c r itic a l judgm ent, as in  the intuition 
. . . that S hakespeare 's  "m ingled d ram a" is  an 
a rtis tic a lly  r ig h t exhibition of the " rea l s ta te  of 
sublunary n a tu re . " At o ther tim es, we a re  likely to 
feel tha t a  sta tem ent of Johnson’s is  not so m uch an 
ac t of th eo re tica l intelligence as a d irec t confronta­
tion of one p erso n ality  with an o th e r. The m ore 
m assive  th is o ther p e rsonality , and the m ore  oppo­
site  to Johnson 's, the m ore m em orable the s ta te ­
m en t. . . .47
To conclude, then, we can say that Johnson’s p resen t-d ay  influence 
a s  a  c ritic  of Shakespeare is  ra th e r  w idespread. His Preface has been con­
s is ten tly  adm ired  in  our tim e not only a s  a  document of enduring in trin s ic  
value but a lso  a s  the co rnerstone  of Shakespeare’s m odem  reputation . 
Sim ila rly , h is Notes have not only been widely p ra ise d , but, what is  su re ly  
m o re  im portan t, widely adopted by Shakespeare’s m odern e d ito rs . F inally , 
an  im pressive  body of m odem  c ritic a l opinion re g a rd s  Johnson as the fo re ­
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m ost au tho rity  on th a t a sp ec t of S hakespeare 's  a r t  which Joseph Wood 
Krutch seem s to ta lly  ju stified  in  designating  a s  the one which the m ajo rity  
of re a d e rs  w ill alw ays value m o st, the p o e t’s "pow er to re p re se n t what the 
re a d e r  recogn izes a s  a  tru e  p ic tu re  of hum an n a tu re  and hum an l i f e . " 
A ccordingly , despite  the im p o rtan t re se rv a tio n s  no ted , we can say  th a t the 
foregoing d iscussion  dem o n stra te s  the valid ity  of Helen G a rd n e r 's  recen t 
estim ate  th a t Johnson i s ,  "if not the g re a te s t a t le a s t  one of the two o r  th ree  
g re a te s t of English  c r i t ic s  of Shakespeare."^®  Surely M iss G a rd n e r 's  judg­
m ent is  one which Johnson 's m o st a rd en t su p p o rte rs  a re  ap t to find s a t is ­
fac to ry  and, a t the sam e tim e , one which even h is se v e re s t d e tra c to rs  would 
probably  allow .
But one additional w ord  needs to be sa id  on the sub ject of Johnson's 
m odern  repu ta tion  as a  c r it ic  of Shakespeare, a  w ord which re la te s  to 
Joseph Wood K ru tch 's judgm ent th a t , in  the f i r s t  fou r decades of the tw entieth 
cen tury , Johnson the c r it ic  seem ed to  stand som ew hat h igher am ong com ­
m en ta to rs  on Shakespeare than he did  in  the w orld  of le t te rs  g en era lly . 
Obviously, i f  our study of Johnson’s repu ta tion  a s  a  c r i t ic  betw een h is day 
and our own w ere confined to  the Shakespeare c r it ic ism , we would be com ­
pelled  to adm it that the conventional m odem  view, a s  outlined in  Chapter 
One, i s  a lm o st exactly  tru e  to the f a c ts . Although the Shakespeare c r i t i ­
c ism  w as not to ta lly  ignored  o r  condem ned, i t  n e v e rth e le ss  did lo se  ground 
d ra s tic a lly  a fte r  1825, fa r  m ore  d ra s tic a lly  than did the c ritic ism  in  The
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L ives of the P o e ts . M oreover, i t  seem s probable th a t the Shakespeare 
c r itic ism  lo st ground p re c ise ly  because of the a ttacks of Coleridge and 
h is  fo llow ers. S im ila rly , the tw entieth  century  rev iv a l of the Shakespeare 
c ritic ism  p lain ly  does begin w ith D. N ichol Smith and S ir W alter R aleigh, 
c r i t ic s  who doubtless fo s te red  the genera lly  friendly  attitude which we find 
in  la te r  w r i te r s  on Johnson 's Shakespearean  la b o rs . M oreover, Joseph Wood 
K rutch - -  inevitably , p e rh a p s , g ran ted  the chronological o rganization  of 
h is book - -  sc o re s  h is  m o st te llin g  points in  defense of Johnson’s c ritic ism  
in  h is  chap ter on the edition of Shakespeare. F inally , i t  seem s probable 
th a t, a ll  things considered , Johnson’s influence i s  s tro n g e r today in  Shake­
sp e a re  c r itic ism  than  in  any o th er single a re a  of m odem  le t te r s .  Yet a s  
we have seen , to equate Johnson 's to ta l repu ta tion  over the y e a rs  w ith h is 
repu ta tion  a s  a c r it ic  of Shakespeare is  to adopt a  view which i s  n e c e ssa r ily  
p a r t ia l  and d is to rte d . The c r itic ism  in  the L ives of the Poets w as not fo r ­
gotten  during  the nineteenth century  — indeed, th a t c ritic ism  ap p ea rs  to  
have acc ru ed  an  im p re ss iv e  following in  the la s t  decades of th a t century  
and the f i r s t  decade of the tw entieth , a  following w hich seem s to  have been 
falling  away during  the sam e y e a rs  in  which S ir W alter Raleigh w as pub­
lish ing  h is  Johnson on Shakespeare and Six E ssay s  on Johnson. T h ere fo re , 
desp ite  the  m odest gains am ong w r i te r s  on Shakespeare which K rutch 
detected  in  1944, we m u st conclude tha t Johnson the c r i t ic  suffered  a  p ro -
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nounced ne t lo ss  in  p res tig e  a f te r  1910. At the sam e tim e , how ever, we 
should recogn ize  th a t the Shakespeare c ritic ism  does provide an unm istak­
able th read  of continuity betw een Johnson 's nineteenth and tw entieth  cen tury  
re p u ta tio n s .
The question of Johnson 's p re sen t-d ay  standing a s  a c r itic  of M ilton 
can be dealt w ith som ewhat m ore  succinctly , fo r , a s  a ll  w ill be aw are , 
Johnson i s  not w idely reg a rd ed  today a s  one of M ilton 's m o st usefu l in te rp re ­
t e r s .  Indeed, i t  i s  genera lly  tru e  th a t, over the p a s t tw enty-five y e a rs , 
scho larsh ip  has tended to find the Life of M ilton m ore  in te re s tin g  fo r what 
i t  te l ls  u s about Johnson than fo r  what i t  te l ls  us about h is  su b jec t. I t is  
t ru e , n e v e rth e le ss , that we have continued to pay a significant am ount of 
atten tion  to two subsid ia ry  questions which seem  to have surv ived  in tac t 
from  the n ineteenth  century: f i r s t ,  does Johnson's M ilton c r itic ism  have 
i ts  ro o ts  in  p rinc ip le  o r p re ju d ice , and, secondly, i s  i t  possib le  to p lace 
our com plete t r u s t  in  a  c r it ic  who thinks L ycidas a  bad poem ? On the f i r s t  
po in t, we encountered  e a r l ie r  in th is study a t  le a s t  a  few nineteenth 
cen tury  w r i te r s  who argued  th a t, despite  h is notable lack  of sensitiv ity  to 
M ilton’s  m usic and h is  unm istakable an im osity  tow ard M ilton the m an, 
Johnson the  c r itic  dealt w ith M ilton 's p o e try  w ith exem plary  objectiv ity .
But i t  seem s c le a r th a t the m ajo rity  of n ineteenth  century  com m entators 
w ere  convinced tha t Johnson had conducted nothing le s s  than a p e rso n a l 
vendetta  again st M ilton, and, a s  i s  w idely known, m any of them  responded
284
to  the Life of Milton with som ething approaching fe ro c ity .^9
The belief that Johnson's M ilton c ritic ism  is  colored by prejudice 
continues to be widely held in  our day - -  p a rticu la rly  by professional M il­
ton scholars^® — and i t  m ust be recognized that T . S. E liot did not help 
m a tte rs  any when, in  1947, he not only recognized Johnson’s p rejud ices 
against M ilton but strongly  im plied th a t those p rejud ices could scarce ly  be 
avoided by any decent, right-m inded human being:
There is  one prejudice  against Milton, apparent 
on a lm ost every  page of Johnson's l i f e  of M ilton, 
which I im agine is s till general: we, however, 
with a longer h is to rica l pe rspec tive , a re  in  a  
b e tte r  position than was Johnson to recognize it  
and to m ake allowance fo r i t .  This is  a p re ju ­
dice which I share  m yself: an antipathy tow ards 
Milton the m a n .51
The response  of M arjo rie  Hope N icolson to th is  statem ent m ight have been 
cited e a r l ie r  as unfriendly testim ony in  support of the notion tha t Johnson has 
been a strong  influence on E lio t. M iss Nicolson, who believes tha t "John­
son’s shadow seem s s till  to dim  the eyes of various m odern c r i t ic s , " ap­
p e a rs  to be convinced that that shadow is  nowhere m ore evident than in  
E lio t's  attitude tow ard M ilton. Concerning the lec tu re  in which E lio t made 
the rem a rk s  ju st quoted, she w rites : "It was no su rp rise  to  m any of us 
who listened  to the so -ca lled  'recan ta tion ' add ress on Milton that T . S.
E liot should have begun w ith the w ords, 'Samuel Johnson . . . sa id . . . .'"52  
To be su re , m odem  com m entators have continued to  in s is t tha t the
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id ea  th a t the M ilton c ritic ism  is  w arped  by p e rso n a l b ias i s  sim ply not
com patible with the deg ree  of p ra ise  which Johnson bestow s on P arad ise
L o s t. But such e ffo rts  tend to be blunted by the fact th a t, fo r a lm o st two
cen tu rie s , c r i t ic s  have cited  Johnson 's com plaints about P arad ise  L ost a s
conclusive evidence of a  w arped read in g  of the poem . As Joseph Wood
Krutch points out, tire p rob lem  c le a rly  s tem s fro m  the fee t tha t
the p ro s  and cons of Johnson's judgm ents upon 
Parad ise  L ost a re  so difficult to reco n cile  that 
he is  open to  the charge of m ere  inconsistency: 
of having sa id  in  one p a rag rap h  w hat cannot p o s ­
sibly be tru e  un less w hat i s  sa id  in  another be 
f a ls e . 53
In th is  connection, D . M . H ill h as  rec en tly  o ffered  an  in te res tin g  explana­
tion of Johnson's seem ing am bivalence tow ard  P arad ise  L o s t . H ill acknowledges 
tha t i t  is  sim ply im possib le  to  te l l  w hat Johnson thought of the poem  by r e p ro ­
ducing any single quotation from  the Life of M ilton and goes on to argue that 
Johnson
followed the m ethod of the scho las tic  d isputation, 
argu ing  a t  one point w holehearted ly  in  favour of 
i t ,  and a t  ano ther point w holeheartedly  against i t .
The key to th is  p iece of c ritic ism  is  to see  John­
son in  the position  of m o d era to r considering  both 
sides of the argum en t in  o rd e r  to rea ch  h is  judge­
m e n t . ^
The difficu lty , H ill te lls  u s , a r i s e s  because "It i s  a  fac t th a t in  aesthe tic  
judgem ents one som etim es cannot re a c h  a defin ite  o r p re c ise  conclusion ."
H ill be lieves th a t Johnson found h im se lf in  p re c ise ly  th a t p red icam en t in
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evaluating  P arad ise  L o s t, and tha t, as  a  consequence, he sim ply  neglected 
to conclude h is d isputation  w ith a  sum m ing up . Hence the re a d e r  i s  le ft 
w ith the resp o n sib ility  of choosing betw een two rad ica lly  d ifferen t in te rp re ­
ta tions:
The fact i s  th a t by adding up a l l  tha t Johnson has to  
say in  favour of P arad ise  L o s t, one i s  le ft w ith a 
p e rfe c t poem . By adding up a ll  th a t he has to say 
ag a in st P arad ise  L o st, one i s  le ft w ith an appalling 
poem . The beau ties and defec ts , when taken to ­
g e th e r, add up to m uch m ore  than one poem : they 
prov ide sufficient m a te r ia l  to  m ake two, one good, 
one bad. And the tone of the trea tm en t is  not im ­
p a r t ia l .  While a sse ss in g  the m e r i ts ,  Johnson is  
often the w arm  a d m ire r; while a sse ss in g  the d e ­
fe c ts , he i s  the fo rth rig h t condem ner.55
As m ight be an tic ipa ted , W alter Jackson Bate h as  attem pted  to  r e ­
solve th is  d ifficulty  in  te rm s  of w hat he considers Johnson 's unsw erving d e ­
s ire  to  see  in  l ite ra tu re  a re flec tio n  of quotidian hum an ex p erien ce . Since 
"The fac t rem a in s  th a t 'hum an in te re s t ' i s  not the p rin c ip a l v irtue  of Parad ise  
L ost, " Bate explains th a t i t  w as inevitable  tha t Johnson would m ake com m ents 
about the poem  which could be "plucked out of context w ith r e a l  o r  assum ed  
sh o ck ."  Bate in s is ts  th e re fo re  tha t Johnson’s negative com m ents stem  not 
from  p re ju d ice  bu t from  a laudable fidelity  to h is  own p rin c ip le s , and tha t
we [shouldj find them  re a s s u r in g  to f r a i l  hum an 
na tu re  when we rem e m b e r th a t Johnson a lso  w rote 
the f i r s t  g re a t c ritique  of the poem; th a t he a t  once 
pu ts h is  finger on w hat i s  m o st d istinc tive  - -  i ts  
sublim ity  and p o w e r . 5 6
In a  s im ila r  vein , Paul F u sse ll  has pointed out tha t the con troversy
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surrounding the Life of M ilton has obscured the fac t tha t, what Johnson ad­
m ired  in P arad ise  L o st, he adm ired with uncharac te ristic  lack of m odera­
tion, Of Johnson’s response  to the "an ti-sc ien tific  colloquy betw een Raphael 
and Adam, " F usse ll says:
It would be ha rd  to  find an occasion w here John­
son . . . paid higher p ra ise  to  anything m erely  
hum an. . . . Johnson’s r a r e  hyperboles and ab­
solutes h e re  . . . a re  a lm ost shocking. And they 
becom e the m ore sta rtlin g  when we re c a ll Johnson's 
final estim ate  of Paradise L ost, which he pronounces 
"not the g re a te s t of hero ic  poem s, only because it 
is not the f i r s t ”. It is ,  in sho rt, second only to the 
Iliad , and superio r to the O dyssey, the Aeneid, and 
the epics of the Italian R en a issa n ce .57
It is  not suggested, of co u rse , that a ll twentieth century discussions 
of Johnson's trea tm en t of Paradise L ost fall out on the negative o r on the de­
fensive side . Helen D arb ish ire , fo r  exam ple, has in sisted  that "nothing 
b e tte r  has been said of M ilton" than what Johnson said  about Paradise Lost: 
"Johnson’s c ritic ism  is  the best w ay-in  to what m a tte rs  m ost in Paradise 
Lost when we come to  estim ate  its lasting  poetic value. But on the whole, 
it seem s fa i r  to say tha t Johnson's c ritic ism  of P arad ise  L ost continues to 
generate  a s  much suspicion as esteem  fo r its  au thor, and to fo ste r ra th e r  
than m itigate the long-standing charge that he is  a  b iased  c ritic  of Milton.
In turn ing  to the c ritique  of L ycidas, perhaps the m ost notorious 
judgment ev er made by a  l ite ra ry  c r it ic , we m ust recognize that h e re  John­
son stands charged not m ere ly  with prejudice but a lso  with s ta rk  in sensi­
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b ility . Indeed, J. W. H. Atkins probably  does not ov e rs ta te  the case  when he 
says tha t Johnson's "apparently  in sen sa te"  s tr ic tu re s  on L ycidas have com e 
to be w idely accepted  a s  "an ou tbu rst of po litica l spleen and a s  the nad ir of 
c r i t ic a l  p e rv e rs ity . Although m odern  d iscussions of th is  subject have 
tended to be m ore  tem p era te  than  those  of the nineteenth c en tu ry , it  is  n e v e r­
th e le ss  tru e  that the critique  of L ycidas continues in our day to give com fort 
to Johnson’s d e tra c to rs  and to  e m b a rra s s  som e of h is  staunchest defenders.
The tendency tow ard  m oderation  in  re g a rd  to the c ritique  of L ycidas is  not, 
of c o u rse , an a ltogether recen t developm ent. As we saw in C hapter Two,
John Hepburn M illar argued as e a r ly  as 1902 tha t it  sim ply w as not log ical 
to dam n Johnson 's com m ents on L ycidas on the one hand and to p ra ise  h is 
d iscussion  of the m etaphysical poe ts on the o ther without " [pausing] to in ­
qu ire  w hether the ground of both judgm ents is  not iden tica l. "60 gut M il­
l a r 's  com m ents m ust be recognized  a s  a  fa lse  s ta r t ,  fo r  he believed that 
both judgm ents w ere  grounded in  "canons of s in c e r i ty ," and need less to say 
the "canons of s in c e rity "  have found few advocates in an  age which has tended 
to be dom inated by the concept of the  work of a r t  a s  en tity . On the o ther 
hand, a s  we saw in the preceding ch ap te r, Rene W ellek c ite s  Johnson 's c ritiq u e  
of Lycidas a s  conclusive proof of h is  ob tuseness, arguing th a t Johnson’s r e ­
qu irem en t of s in cere  g r ie f  in M ilton "does away w ith th re e -q u a r te rs  of the 
w o rld 's  l i te ra tu re  and in troduces the  standard of the individual experience 
of the au tho r, which is  both indeterm inable  and aesth e tica lly  fa lse . Even
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Jean Hagstrum  is apologetic on th is sco re . The best he can say fo r Johnson
is that he is  not inconsistent:
However much one m ay be outraged by Johnson’s 
p a rticu la r  application of th is  p rincip le o r  even by 
h is  original adherence to it, one cannot justly  accuse 
him  of inconsistency. F o r the doctrine of sincerity  
is ,  a fte r a ll , a natural outcome of a psychological 
theory of poetry  which w ishes to  em phasize and 
fac ilita te  the comm unication between the m an who 
c re a te s  the poem and the m an who re a c ts  to i t .  It 
w as quite as inevitable tha t Johnson, Tolstoy, and 
I. A. R ichards, each in  h is own way, should use 
the te s t  of s incerity  as that T . S. E liot should 
re je c t i t .  62
As we have noted in e a r l ie r  re fe ren c es  to M. H. A bram s, T . S.
E lio t, and F . R. L eavis, Johnson’s com plaints about the language of
Lycidas have been received  with g re a te r  fo rebearance in our day than have
his com plaints about M ilton’s lack of s in cerity . But h e re  again it should be
noted tha t the position of A bram s, E liot, and L eavis does not d iffer rad ica lly
from  that taken m uch e a r l ie r  by S ir L eslie  Stephen, who argued that
[Johnson 's] c ritic ism  has always a m eaning, and 
in the case  of w orks belonging to  his own school a 
ve ry  sound m eaning. When he is  speaking of other 
poetry , we can only rep ly  that h is  rem a rk s  may be 
tru e , but that they a re  not to  the purpose . 6.3
All four w rite rs  seem  a t one in the opinion that Johnson's train ing  sim ply did
not re la te  to M ilton’s s ty le . In fac t, L eavis suggests that it is  no m ean tribu te
to the power of Paradise L ost that Johnson did not re je c t  that poem  on the
b asis  of h is inevitable aversion  to  M ilton's use of language:
290
The c ritic  re p o r ts  the re s is ta n c e  and the favorable 
judgm ent to ge ther, giving m ore  space to the  r e ­
s is ta n c e , by way of bring ing  out the pow er of M il­
to n 's  gen iu s . Johnson's v e ry  positive tra in in g  (for 
that is  w hat die ta s te , o r  " e a r , " of so d iscip lined  
a  c r it ic  re p re se n ts )  im pels him  to a sk  fo r  som e­
thing tha t M ilton d o esn 't o ffe r, and he fee ls  the 
im pulsion even while acc la im ing  what M ilton g iv es . ̂
But L eav is be lieves that th e re  w as nothing in  Lycidas to override  
Johnson’s " tra ined  hearkening  fo r  ano ther m u sic , " and th a t, while the r e ­
su lting  adverse  judgm ent "may be a  lim ita tio n  in h im , [it] is  certa in ly  of 
the  e sse n ce  of h is  s tren g th . "65 L eav is ' conclusion, "that [Johnson 's] approach 
is  inappropria te  and die poem a d iffe ren t kind of thing from  any appreciable 
by Johnsonian c r i t ic is m , " is c le a rly  sh a red  by E l i o t .  66 Like L eav is,
E lio t finds Johnson’s ideas on M ilton 's style ra th e r  congenial, going so f a r  
in  th is  re g a rd  as to argue th a t, u n less  we can ag ree  w ith Johnson 's c ritic ism  
of M ilton 's language, w e cannot app rec ia te  the uniqueness of M ilton 's g re a t 
achievem ent a s  a  poet. 67 But he a g re e s  that Johnson 's es tim ate  of Lycidas 
is  an e rroneous judgm ent which is  to be explained "by the specia lization , 
ra th e r  than  the  absence , of h is sense of rhy thm .
Probably the m o st im portan t m odem  d iscussion  of Johnson 's a ttitude 
tow ard  L ycidas, one which goes a  long way tow ard docum enting the position  
of A bram s, L eav is , and E lio t, is  W arren  F le is c h a u e r 's  "Johnson, L ycidas, 
and the N orm s of C ritic ism . " In addition to  rep re sen tin g  a com prehensive 
and w ell-docum ented argum ent in support of the p roposition  th a t Johnson's
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" s tr ic tu re s  on [ L ycidas] a re  b ased  on norm s to which he appea ls , tim e and 
again , throughout h is  c r i t ic is m , "69 F le isch au cr a lso  se t out to refu te  sev ­
e ra l  long-standing com m onplaces concerning Johnson 's attitude tow ard the 
p a s to ra l and tow ard v e rs ific a tio n  in g e n e ra l. In the f i r s t  p lace, F le isch au er 
poin ts to  R am blers 36 and 37 and to  the  D ictionary definition of "pasto ra l"  
to prove tha t Johnson had no innate h a tred  of the p a s to ra l g e n re  p e r  s e . But 
F le isch a u er a rg u es that, fo r Johnson, the p a s to ra l "was exem plified by 
T h eo critu s , and by T heocritus alone. "70 As he se e s  i t ,  Johnson assum ed 
that the  subject m a tte r  availab le  to  the  p a s to ra l w r ite r  was of necessity  
la rg e ly  exhausted by its  e a r l ie s t  p ra c titio n e r , and he was th e re fo re  inclined 
to  believe th a t subsequent p a s to ra l w r i te r s  had tended to im ita te  th e ir  
p re d e c e sso rs  ra th e r  than  r u r a l  life , and th a t, in the p ro c e ss , they  had a l ­
lowed ex traneous m a tte rs  (e. g , philosophy, theology, po litics) to creep 
into th e ir  poem s. In sh o rt, F le isch a u er exp lains,
[Johnson] knew th a t the longer the p a s to ra l t ra d i­
tion in poe try  had endured , the m ore  a rtif ic ia l it 
had becom e. W ith each stage of its  tran sm iss io n , 
it w as a  fu r th e r  step fro m  T heocritan  rea lity ; and 
im ita tion , begot incestuously  upon im ita tion , had 
only ra is e d  p a s to ra l decadence to a  h igher pow er. 71
In any c a se , F le isch a u e r poin ts out that Johnson nowhere identifies 
L ycidas a s  a p asto ra l; he says only tha t "the 'fo rm ' of Lycidas is  that of a 
p a s to ra l, easy , v u lg ar, and th e re fo re  d isgusting . " F le isch au er explains 
that Johnson's com plaint i s  sim ply tha t M ilton’s u se  of p a s to ra l m achinery
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m ust be recognized as sym ptom atic of a  ra th e r  advanced s ta te  of poetic 
anem ia. But the notion that Johnson re jec ted  L ycidas out of hand because 
it w as a  pasto ra l is  not valid , F le ischauer in s is ts , despite the fac t that " it 
is  s till  widely assum ed in some of the highest Johnsonian scholarly  c irc le s  
that Johnson could abide no p asto ra ls  w hatsoever.
To refute the equally venerable notion tha t Johnson had been stone deaf 
to  M ilton’s m usic , F le ischauer r e fe r s  h is  re a d e r  to Johnson's descrip tion  
of M ilton as "m as te r of h is  language in i ts  full extent; and [as having] 
selected  the m elodious w ords with such diligence that from  h is book alone 
the A rt of English Poetry m ight be learned . " F le ischauer then se ts  out to 
reconcile  th is opinion with the alm ost un iversally  condemned judgm ent that 
L ycidas suffers from  h a rsh  diction. In F le isch au er’s view , the up ro ar on 
th is point stem s from  the unwillingness or inability of nineteenth and twentieth 
cen tu ry  c r i t ic s  to  understand what Johnson m eant by the te rm s  "harsh" and 
"diction. " As he explains i t ,  "harsh" would include fo r Johnson "anything 
unduly labored  o r  s tra ined , e ither sty lis tically  o r in te llectually . " if we 
accep t th is definition of "harsh" and recognize th a t, in "diction, " Johnson 
included everything that we identify with "sty le , " F le ischauer in s is ts  that we 
m ust acknowledge tha t Johnson was sim ply being tru e  to h is  p rinc ip les in 
com plaining of h a rsh  diction in  L ycidas. ^  By way of helpful c o n tra s t, 
F le isch au er re fe r s  us to Id le r 77 fo r  what he believes to be "The b est s ta te ­
m ent anywhere of Johnson's norm  fo r poetic diction. " F le ischauer is  convinced
293
th a t, in  th is  e s sa y , Johnson d e sc r ib e s  a  sty le  which is  exac tly  the  opposite 
of " h a rs h ’':
The d isc rim in a tin g  c h a ra c te r  of e a se  a p p e a rs  
p rin c ip a lly  in  the diction; fo r  a ll  t r u e  p o e try  su f­
f e r s  by h a rsh  o r  d a rin g  f ig u re s , by tran sp o s itio n , 
by unusual accep ta tio n s of w o rd s , and by any 
lic e n se  w hich would be avoided by a  w r i te r  of 
p ro s e . W here any a rtif ic e  a p p e a rs  in  the  con­
s tru c tio n  of the v e r s e ,  th a t v e rs e  is  no longer
e a s y .74
But th e re  w as s t i l l  a  m o re  se r io u s  lev e l of p rin c ip le  on which Johnson 
w as com pelled  to  r e je c t  L y cid as , F le is c h a u e r  ex p la in s , a  lev e l w here  John­
so n 's  m o st p ro found ly -held  re lig io u s  and c r i t ic a l  b e lie fs  can  be seen  to  
com bine:
Too s te rn  a  C hurchm an to  confound a sev en teen th - 
cen tu ry  Independent w ith an Old T es tam en t p ro p h et 
o r  w ith the Second P e rso n  of the  T rin ity , he w as 
a lso  too orthodox a C h ris tia n  to  look upon L ycidas 
a s  an  ex tension  of the  G ospel. He would not ro b  
P e te r to  pay  Apollo. He did  no t, would no t, could 
not confuse the p o e tica l ex p erien ce  w ith  the re lig io u s .
H ere  Johnson 's c r i t ic a l  no rm  is  m o st em phatic  b e ­
c a u se , not only is  i t  the  c o ro lla ry  of the  p rin c ip le  
th a t a r t  i s ,  in  the  A ris to te lia n  se n se , im ita tiv e  of 
n a tu re , not of the  su p e rn a tu ra l, bu t i t  is  a t one w ith 
h is  re lig io u s  dogm a. 75
A ll in  a l l ,  th en , F le isc h a u e r  can  be sa id  to  o ffe r a  convincing a rgum en t fo r
the c a se  th a t, in  th is  m o st c o n tro v e rs ia l of a ll h is  ju d g m en ts , "Johnson w as
tru e  to  h is  n o rm s , and th e re fo re  not fa lse  to  L y c id as . "76
But i t  i s  to  be  no ted  th a t F le isc h a u e r  s tops som ew hat sh o rt of say ing
th a t L ycidas is  a  bad  poem  fo r  exac tly  the  re a s o n s  th a t Johnson p ro p o se s , and ,
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valuab le  a s  h is  e s sa y  i s ,  i t  does no t m itig a te  the  fa c t th a t som e of Johnson 's 
m o st p rom inen t m o d ern  su p p o r te rs  - -  m en who a r e ,  a f te r  a l l ,  no s tra n g e rs  
to  Johnson’s c r i t ic a l  n o rm s — have c le a r ly  be lieved  th a t, p rin c ip le s  o r  no 
p r in c ip le s , Johnson ought to  have liked  M ilto n 's  poem  b e tte r  than  he did. 
Joseph Wood K ru tch , fo r  exam ple , c o n s id e rs  the  e s tim ate  of L ycidas to  be 
Johnson 's  one g re a t  b o n er a s  a  c r i t ic .  Although K ru tch  concedes th a t John­
so n 's  s t r ic tu re s  "would probab ly  be adequate a s  a  c r i t ic is m  of any t r a n s la ­
tio n  of the  poem  into a  fo re ign  language, " he  in s is ts  tha t
to  m o st peop le , even  to  m o st of those not e sp ec ia lly  
qualified  to  judge e i th e r  M ilton o r  p o e try , the  lin e s  
th em se lv e s  confute the a rgum en ts  ag a in st them  and 
p rove  Johnson w rong , even  though they  m ay not m ake 
it  c le a r  how one who seem s so sensib le  can  b e . 77
A s w as noted above, Jean H agstrum  is  likew ise  apologetic concern ing  John­
so n ’s c r i t ic is m  of L y c id as . He a ttr ib u te s  th is  judgm ent to  a  " c r it ic a l dogm a 
[fro m  w hich] Johnson could n e v e r fu lly  l ib e ra te  h im se lf, " nam ely  the notion 
th a t w hat is  f a m ilia r  in  a  poem  m u st p e rta in  to  th e  sen tim en t, w hat i s  new 
to  the l a n g u a g e . 78 W alte r Jackson Bate does not a rgue  the po in t. He d is ­
m is s e s  the judgm ent of L ycidas a s  "m ere ly  one of [Johnson 's] few quaint 
m i s f i r e s , " and le t s  the  m a tte r  r e s t .  79 Surely  i t  m u st be recogn ized  a s  an  
e loquen t tr ib u te  to  the  appeal of M ilton 's g re a t  poem  th a t such a rd en tly  p ro -  
Johnson w r i te r s  a s  K ru tch , H ag stru m , and Bate have explained  Johnson 's r e ­
je c tio n  of L ycid as a s  an  a b e rra tio n  r a th e r  than  a s  a  c le a r -c u t  c a se  of con­
f lic tin g  ideas about p o e try .
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But on the whole, we can say tha t th e re  has been  in our tim e a 
d istinc t tren d  tow ard  the opposite point of view , tow ard  the position  that 
Johnson's c r i t ic is m  and M ilton 's poetry  sim ply do not re la te  sufficiently  to 
judge e ith e r  by the c r i te r ia  of the o ther. As W. R. K east has suggested, 
th is  change in a ttitude can be explained in  p a r t  by the genera l m etam orphosis 
in l i te ra ry  ta s te  over the la s t  hundred y e a r s .  In K eas t’s opinion, the L ives 
of Milton and G ray  had an a lm ost sym bolic significance fo r  m o st nineteenth 
cen tu ry  c r i t ic s :  ", . . i t  w as . . . Johnson 's supposed sins again st tas te  
and judgm ent in  th ese  . . . th a t made h is  c r i t ic s  s to rm  and h is  defenders 
seek co v e r. But in  ou r day, K east points out, i t  is  the Life of Cowley 
which tends to g ra te  on an exposed n e rv e , w hereas the  L ives of Milton and 
G ray have sim ply  ceased  to  genera te  significant co n tro v e rsy . A ccordingly, 
despite  Helen D a rb ish ire 's  in sistence  th a t it  is  Johnson who shows us the rig h t 
w ay-in  to P arad ise  L ost, i t  would be a  g ro s s  exaggeration  to suggest that 
Johnson 's p re sen t-d ay  repu ta tion  is  m uch enhanced by the Life of Milton.
At the sam e tim e , how ever, we should recognize  tha t Johnson continues to  
e x e r t a  negative influence in M ilton c r i t ic ism . Indeed, it  seem s likely  that 
the Life of M ilton w ill alw ays provide M ilton sch o la rs  with a  convenient 
anvil on which to  ham m er out new judgm ents.
In tu rn ing  to the L ife of Cowley, we a re , need less to say , scarce ly  
undertaking a considera tion  of Johnson 's influence in the m odern repu tation  
of that poet. But we c le a r ly  a re  taking up two questions which a re  perhaps
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a s  im portan t as any dealt w ith in  th is  study: f i r s t ,  the question of Johnson's 
influence on the m odern  rev iv a l of Donne and h is  school, and, secondly, the 
question  of h is  re la tio n  to the tw entieth cen tu ry  school of c r it ic ism  which 
h a s  been  so concerned w ith the philosophical b a s is  of m etaphysical poe try , 
the New C ritic s .
Taking up the second question  f i r s t ,  we w ill re c a ll  from  our d isc u s­
sion  in  the p reced ing  chap ter tha t Johnson does not rank  high in  the h is to r ie s  
of c r it ic ism  which have been  w ritte n  fro m  the New C r itic s ' point of view . 
Because Johnson did not em brace  the concept of functional m etaphor, W il­
liam  K. W im satt and Cleanth Brooks, in L ite ra ry  C ritic ism , A Short H isto ry , 
have dealt w ith him  as a  m useum  p iece  having no re levance  to  va lid  m odem  
c r i t ic is m . But g ran ted  th e ir  preoccupation w ith m etaphysica l p o e try , the 
New C ritic s  have n ev erth e less  been com pelled to com e to te rm s  with John­
so n 's  d iscussion  of the sub ject in the L ife of Cowley, and the point to be 
s tre s s e d  is  tha t none of them  has re je c te d  Johnson 's definition of m etaphysi­
ca l w it. Quite to the c o n tra ry , Cleanth Brooks and A llen T ate  have generously  
acknowledged them selves to be indebted to Johnson 's an a ly sis .
To be su re , some doubt h as  been ra is e d  a s  to  w hether the te rm  
"m etaphysical poe try"  is  re a lly  in terchangeable betw een the L ife of Cowley 
on the one hand and the d iscu ssio n s of the New C ritic s  on the o th e r. Specif­
ica lly , R. S. C rane has c ited  John Crowe R ansom ’s d iscussion  of m e ta ­
physica l poe try  in  The W o rld 's  Body a s  a  p rim e  exam ple of the danger in -
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h e re n t in  assum ing tha t a  key p h rase  invariab ly  c a r r ie s  the sam e m eaning
in a ll c r itic a l d iscussions:
In sp ite  of the fac t tha t M r. Ransom  w rite s  in  fu ll 
aw areness of Johnson 's u se  of the te rm  and tha t both 
c r i t ic s  re fe r  to som e of the sam e seventeen th-cen tury  
p o e ts , the r e a l  object of d iscu ssio n  in the two is  only 
nom inally iden tica l, the ob ject envisioned by Johnson 
being a  h is to ric a lly  de te rm ina te  " ra c e ” of poets in  
the genera tion  befo re  D ryden, to whom he a ttr ib u te s  
c e r ta in  ex cesses and defects in  the ligh t of h is gen­
e ra l  c r i te r ia  fo r poe try  of any kind , w hereas the ob­
jec t of concern  fo r  M r. R ansom , a s  constitu ted  in  
the te rm s  of h is  e ssa y , is  s tr ic tly  not a  p a rtic u la r  
school of poets a t a ll but a  u n iv ersa l kind of poe try , 
the na tu re  of which is  de te rm ined , in h is  definition, 
by the opposition he e s tab lish es  betw een it  and the 
two con trasting  e x trem es  of "physical poe try "  on the 
one hand and "Platonic p o e try "  on the o th er. One 
te rm , again , but two su b je c t-m a tte rs  tha t overlap  
a t no e sse n tia l point; and though we m ay p re fe r , w ith 
M r. Ransom , to u se  the nam e "m etaphysical poetry" 
in a m ore honorific sense than  it  has in Johnson, we 
m ust not allow ou rse lves to suppose th a t we a re  
honouring the sam e thing. 83
But it  m ust be recogn ized  th a t C leanth Brooks h as never seem ed to  
doubt fo r  a  m om ent tha t he and Johnson a re  dealing with the sam e phenom ena 
in  th e ir  d iscussions of m etaphysical p o e try . Indeed, Brooks goes beyond 
E lio t in  conceding Johnson a fu ll understanding of what the m etaphysical 
poe ts  w ere  up to . E lio t, it  w ill be re c a lle d , g ran ted  only th a t "Johnson 
h as h it, perhaps by acciden t, on one of th e ir  p e c u lia r itie s"  in  observing 
th a t the a ttem pts of the m etaphysica ls w ere  "always analy tic . "84 in  
M odern Poetry  and the T rad ition , how ever, Brooks c re d its  Johnson with
m ore than a  p a rtia l  and acciden ta l insight into th e ir  ac tiv itie s :
In beginning th is  exploration  [of m etaphysical 
p o e try ] , we m ay w ell take our s ta r t  from  D r.
Johnson 's fam ous p h ra se , "heterogeneous id eas 
yoked by violence to g e th er. " Johnson has h e re  
seized  upon the c o re  of the m ethod. It was a 
m ethod, need less to say , of which he heartily  
disapproved — hence the "yoked by vio lence.
Yet in  h is  la te r  study, The W ell W rought U rn , Brooks adm its to sharing  a t
le a s t  som e of Johnson 's d isapproval — specifica lly , his d isapproval of the
m etaphysical p o e ts ' unsw erving d e s ire  "to im p re ss  th e ir  audience w ith
th e ir  c lev e rn ess" :
All of u s  a re  fa m ilia r  with [ th is ]  cen su re  p assed  
upon Donne and h is  fo llow ers by D r. Johnson, and 
a g re a t  m any of u s s till  re ta in  i t  a s  our own, 
softening only the r ig o r  of i t  and the thoroughness 
of i ts  application , but not giving it up as a  p r in c i­
p le . 86
As fa r  a s  M arjo rie  Hope N icolson is  concerned , th is  sta tem ent 
constitu tes proof positive  that Brooks is  to be num bered am ong those m odern  
c r i t ic s  whose eyes a re  dim m ed by Johnson 's shadow. Indeed, she im plies 
that Brooks is  som ething of a  b a c k -s lid e r  on Donne, one of th o se  "who, g o ­
ing out w ith the  ebbing tide  of en thusiasm , now speak c r i t ic a lly  of the fo rm e r  
idol. But one does not have to accept M iss N icolson’s opinion concerning 
Johnsonian influence h ere  to recogn ize  th a t, in  p ra c tic e , th e re  is  often a  
m ore  co rd ia l re la tionsh ip  betw een Johnson and Brooks than  m ight be a n tic i­
pated from  a read ing  of L ite ra ry  C ritic ism , A Short H isto ry . Brooks h im ­
299
se lf explains h is som ewhat am bivalen t attitude tow ard Johnson in  The W ell 
W rought U rn , noting th a t "though [Johnson 's c r it ic ism ] can be ex trem ely  
useful a s  a  tool fo r  exploration , i t  is  hard ly  a  c r it ic ism  to r e s t  in . "88 A c­
cord ing ly , i t  is  to  be expected th a t Johnson w ill fa re  poorly  in L ite ra ry  C r i t i ­
c is m , A Short H isto ry , a  study in  which W im satt and Brooks s tr iv e  m ightily  
to fo rm ula te  a c r it ic ism  th a t can  be re s te d  in . At the sam e tim e , how ever, 
it  is  not su rp ris in g  tha t Johnson often tu rn s  up a s  a useful navigational aid  
when Brooks is  exploring the fie ld . In th is  connection, one need look no 
fu r th e r  than B rooks' d iscussion  of " L ’A llegro" and " J O . P enseroso" in  The W ell 
W rought U rn to be convinced th a t, like  m any another m odern  c r i t ic ,  Brooks 
on occasion  finds Johnson to be a  valuable and congenial point of referen ce . 89 
Perhaps the m o st enlightening d iscu ssio n  of the L ife of Cowley by 
a  New C ritic  is  A llen T a te 's  e s sa y  on "Johnson on the M etaphysical P o e ts ," 
an  e ssa y  which inevitably  c a lls  to  m ind John Bard M cNulty’s com plaint about 
w hat he co n sid ers  the unfortunate d isp a rity  betw een Johnson 's p ositiveness 
and the groping uncerta in ty  of m odern  c r i t ic is m . C erta in ly  th e re  is  a 
s trik in g  c o n tra s t betw een Johnson 's custom ary  m anner and T a te ’s m aim er in  
th is  e ssa y , fo r  T ate acknowledges that he does not know quite w here h is essay  
begins o r exactly  w here  i t  en d s. Indeed, he frank ly  adm its a t one point that 
he does not understand  what he h as ju s t w ritten . 90 M oreover, he denies 
th a t he is  com petent to judge Johnson 's c r it ic ism  a s  a whole o r h is  trea tm en t 
of the  m etaphysica l poets in  p a r t ic u la r .  Instead , he lim its  h is  intention as
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follows: "I shall try  to investigate  a co n tra st, very  broadly  conceived, in  
the use  of figurative language, with Johnson on one side and the M etaphysi­
cal style on the o ther. In making th is  co n tra s t, how ever, Tate throw s 
a good deal of light on the re la tionsh ip  betw een Johnson and the New C r iti­
c ism .
To begin with, T ate c le a rly  accepts E lio t's  and L eav is ' conception 
of Johnson as a c ritic  a t w ork w ithin a positive trad itio n . But he goes be­
yond them  in  s tre ssin g  the opinion that Johnson's positive trad ition  could not 
cope with the m ost meaningful poe try . He explains in th is  connection that 
"the n eo -c lassica l age was an in terlude between m odern ism s, [an  age which] 
had by -passed  the R enaissance N ature of depth and re s to re d  the c la ss ic a l 
N ature of su rfa ce . T here fo re , although one of the m ajor points he w ishes 
to s tre s s  is  "the e ssen tia l accuracy  of one of the g re a t c ritic a l in s ig h ts ,"  
nam ely Johnson's use of "the astonishing m etaphor of sound, d iscord ia  
c o n co rs , " to define m etaphysical w it, T ate nevertheless plainly deplores 
Johnson's fa ilu re  to em brace the concept of m etaphor which he had been 
shrew d enough to p e rce iv e . More specifically , he c r it ic iz e s  Johnson fo r r e ­
fusing to  adm it that analytic attem pts of the m etaphysical poets had served  
any profoundly useful pu rpose . Tate in te rp re ts  Johnson's skepticism  on th is 
point as p a r t  of
a defect that seem s general in tha t age, when m en 
assum ed a sta tic  re la tio n  betw een the m ind and its  
object, between poet and sub ject. The un iversa ls
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that have not escaped fo rm er observation  a re  . . . 
the big teno rs which m ust not be lim ited  by too many 
exceptions in  the vehicles: invention is  a ll v e ry  w ell 
if the poet doesn 't m ean i t  too hard ; if he does it w ill 
not w in ra tiona l adm iration fo r the "minute p a rticu ­
la r s "  in which Blake saw the life not only of poetry 
but of the sp ir it. We can scarce ly  blam e Johnson if in 
describ ing  what poetry ought to be he described  the 
weak side of Pope's and h is own. 93
As T ate sees  i t ,  then , Johnson's ideas of what poetry ought to be add 
up "to a denial of valid ity  to what in  our age has been called  a poetry  of ex­
perience , " a  poetry  which is  libe ra ted  from  any m ere  spatial fram e  of r e f ­
e ren ce . Such poetry  is  to be found from  Shakespeare to  Donne, T ate ex ­
p lains, and perhaps in Dryden a s  w ell, but drops out of sight th e re a fte r  un­
t i l  "the Prelude brought u s back: to the breakup of the solid object in  the 
dynamic s tre am  of tim e":
The breaking up of the im age, of which [Johnson] 
accuses the M etaphysical poe ts , is  the d iscovery  of 
a  dynamic re la tio n  between the mind and its  objects, 
in a  poetry  which does not recognize the trad itional 
topic; the subject becom es the m etaphorical s tru c tu re , 
i t  is  no longer the se t them e. The ideas tHat re su lt 
from  the dynam ic perception of objects (language 
its e lf  is  thus an object) a re  in  constant d is in teg ra ­
tion; so in feren tia lly  a re  the objects them selves. The 
"object" which poetry  like "The E xtasie" o r "The 
Canonization” suggests that we locate , is  not an 
existence in space, but an essence  c rea ted  by the 
junction of the vehicle and tenor of the leading m eta­
pho r. It is  not in  space.; it m oves with experience in 
tim e . 94
H ere i t  should be em phasized tha t T a te 's  one re a l  point of certa in ty  • 
indeed, the only point he m akes which is  ne ither tentative nor apologetic —
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is  h is  conviction th a t, in fusing the vehicle and tenor of m etaphor, the poet 
achieves a heightened re a lity  which can  be a rr iv e d  a t  in  no o ther way. It 
is  th is  conviction, need less to  say , which p laces  Tate and h is  colleagues a t 
such a d is tan t rem ove fro m  Johnson. At the r is k  of oversim plify ing  w hat i s ,  
a fte r  a ll , a  v e ry  com plex position and w ithout suggesting fo r  a  m om ent th a t 
the New C ritic s  a re  in exact ag reem ent w ith one ano ther on every  is su e , it 
can be sa id  th a t a  point of d ep artu re  fo r a ll of them  is  a b a s ic  d issa tis fac tio n  
with what they  consider the inability  of m odern  science to  m onitor the m o st 
m eaningful frequencies  of ex is ten ce . As a r e s u l t  of m odern  m an’s grow ing 
dependence on a purely  scien tific  view of life , John Crowe Ransom , fo r 
exam ple, be lieves that "the body and solid substance of the w orld  . . . 
seem s to  have re t ire d  into the fu lness of m em ory . " In R ansom 's view , the 
solid substance of the w orld is  sim ply beyond the g ra sp  of sc ience , which 
he holds to be "only the cognitive departm en t of our an im al life , [one by 
w hich] we know the w orld  only a s  a  schem e of a b s tra c t conveniences.
F o r  Ransom  a s  fo r  a ll the New C ritic s , m etaphor is  the only m eans through 
which m odern  m an can rec ap tu re  the fu lness of ex p erien ce , and it need h a rd ly  
be said that Tate holds to  th is  view of m etaphor in  the e ssa y  under consid ­
e ra tio n  h e re . But if  E lio t and L eav is a re  c o r re c t  in  th e ir  view  of Johnson 
a s  a  c ritic  who w as unselfconsciously  involved in  a  positive  trad itio n , a 
trad itio n  in  w hich, as L eav is explains i t ,  he could assu m e th a t "the id eas he 
w ants to e x p re ss  a re  adequately  provided fo r  . . .  in  the com m on c u rren cy
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of te rm s , put together accord ing  to  the conventions of g ra m m a r and log ic , " 
then it i s  not to be expected tha t he would fee l any g re a t  need to inquire  b e ­
yond i t ,  o r  to be overly  sym pathetic tow ard  the  e ffo rts  of the m etaphysical 
poets to re a rra n g e  it m etapho rica lly . ^6
As noted above, T ate  c le a r ly  believes that E liot and L eav is a re  
r ig h t about Johnson 's re la tio n  to h is m ilieu , and a  usefu l c o n tra s t can  be 
m ade h e re  betw een E liot and L eav is  on the one hand and the New C ritic s  on 
the o th e r. It w ill be recogn ized  th a t a ll th ese  c r i t ic s  would probably  ag ree  
th a t the u ltim ate  reach  of p o e try  lay  som ew here beyond the g ra sp  of John­
son 's  positive  trad itio n . But E lio t and L eav is in s is t th a t, if i t  em bodied 
lim ita tio n s , Johnson's coheren t cu ltu re  a lso  provided d is tin c t advantages, 
nam ely a  so lid  fram e  of re fe re n c e  within which he could p ra c tic e  a  c r i t i ­
c ism  which w as, in E lio t 's  v iew , purely  l i te ra ry .  But the New C ritic s  have 
not been notably hospitable tow ard  the idea of poetry  o r c r itic ism  a s  an  ou t­
grow th of cu ltu re  o r trad itio n . Instead , they have p laced  th e ir  com plete faith  
in  the concept of autonom ous m etaphor. But i t  is  in te res tin g  to note th a t, in  
the e ssa y  we have ju s t been looking a t, T ate uneasily  concedes th a t, fo r  a ll 
i t s  th e o re tic a l autonom y, m o d ern  poetry  m ay , in p ra c tic e , suffer fo r lack 
of solid cu ltu ra l ro o ts . Indeed, he suggests th a t m uch of th is  p o e try  m ay 
have achieved the p rec a rio u s  objective ex istence  of a f re e  balloon:
T hat the poets m ay  have c rack ed  the atom  befo re  
the p h y sic is ts  g iv es us the dubious p ride  of d is ­
covery ; but I d a re sa y  few p e rso n s  fee l any p ride
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in some of the m ore p ra c tic a l r e s u l ts .  The neo­
c la ss ic a l age died because it could not move; we 
m ay be dying because we cannot stop m oving. Our 
poetry  h as becom e p ro c e ss , including i ts  own 
p r o c e s s e s .97
The foregoing re m a rk s  a re  not, of c o u rse , rep re se n te d  a s  a co m p re ­
hensive d iscussion  of the New C ritic ism . But su re ly  we have been  enough 
to p e rm it u s to take a  second look a t Edw ard E m ley 's  judgm ent on the New 
C ritic s ' re la tio n  to Johnson. W riting in 1951, i t  w ill be re c a lle d , Em ley 
concluded tha t the New C ritic s
approach Johnson 's "E ssay  on Cowley, " [sic] not a s  
c r it ic ism  to  be evaluated , but r a th e r  a s  an unfavor­
able judgm ent to be invalidated . And though th e ir  
exclusive c r i t ic a l  canons and th e ir  obvious specia l 
pleading in  behalf of the m etaphysical poets constitu te  
in  them se lves a too narrow  aes th e tic , n ev e rth e le ss , 
th e ir  c lo se  a ttention to  Johnson’s e ssa y  suggests that 
they a re  fo rced  to  consider i t  the m o st inc is ive  s u r ­
viving e s tim a te  of th ese  p o e t s .  98
Surely E m ley ’s sta tem en t does not seem  to d escrib e  the a ttitude  of Brooks 
and T ate  in  the d iscu ssio n s we have been considering  h e re . On the con­
t r a r y ,  in  th e ir  a ll- im p o rtan t d iscussions of m etaphor, Brooks and Tate 
seem  not to  be in te re s te d  in  knocking down a  judgm ent which they  consider 
invalid but in finding a  com fortable  place to  stand re la tiv e  to a  judgm ent 
which they  consider valid  indeed. Since they a re  convinced th a t Johnson w as 
the f i r s t  c r i t ic  to p e rce iv e  and explain  a  concept of m etaphor which they hold 
to be sup rem e, they can  sc a rc e ly  d isasso c ia te  them selves from  h im  en­
tire ly . On the o th er hand, since Johnson did not exalt tha t concept of m eta-
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phor, they can do no m o re  than acknowledge what they judge to be the accuracy  
of h is  insight without underm ining th e ir  own c ritic a l position. In any case , 
it seem s c le a r  that, excluding the fo rm al estim ate  set forth  in L ite ra ry  C r iti­
c ism , A Short H istory and Ransom ’s dour re m a rk s  in The W orld’s Body, the 
New C ritic s  have been m ore  cordial and respectfu l tow ard Johnson than 
Em ley’s judgment would seem  to in d ica te . As we have seen, W. K. W im satt 
has edited  a selection of Johnson’s Shakespeare c r i t ic ism , and, in  the im ­
portant d iscussions of m etaphor which we have ju s t looked a t, Brooks and 
Tate generously  concede that they a re  in  h is  debt.
Yet if the New C ritic s  tend in  p rac tice  to deal w ith Johnson somewhat 
m ore cord ially  than we a re  accustom ed to assum e, it is  nevertheless tru e  that 
they a re  responsib le  fo r  propagating the widely held  view that, because he 
had not been swept off h is  fee t by the M etaphysicals, Johnson had condemned 
them . As we have seen , Cleanth Brooks sta tes unequivocally that the Meta­
physical poets ' m ethod w as one of which Johnson "heartily  d isapproved ."  John 
Crowe Ransom likew ise believes th a t Johnson's e s tim ate  of these  poets w as 
en tire ly  negative. 99 Rene Wellek, a c r it ic  whose ideas show a close affinity 
with those of the New C ritic s  but whose attitude tow ard Johnson is  c lea rly  
m ore severe  than the a ttitudes of W im satt, Brooks, and T ate, goes som e­
what fu r th e r . Although he acknowledges that " the ir im agery  or 'wit* is  well 
described  by Johnson, " W ellek c lea rly  assum es th a t Johnson sim ply failed 
to understand the M etaphysicals. M oreover, he believes that the Life of
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Cowley p roves not only Johnson’s ob tuseness but that of h is  tra d itio n  a s  w ell:
The fac t tha t Johnson thought Cowley "undoubtedly 
the b e s t"  of the m etap h y sica ls  and th a t he to ta lly  
ignored th e ir  actual q u a litie s  shows the  streng th  
of h is  ra tio n a lis tic  p re ju d ice s  ag a in st anything 
which seem ed to h im  a  specia l ta s te , a  fash ion  
ra th e r  than the a s s e r tio n  of u n iv ersa l tru th . One 
of the  m o st specia l ta s te s  the w orld  has ev er 
seen  — a b s tra c t n e o c la ss ic ism  — w as e re c te d  
in to  the only standard  of a r t  and p o e try . 100
But during  the sam e y e a rs  in  w hich B rooks, R ansom , and W ellek 
w ere  m aking the foregoing judgm ents, o ther sc h o la rs  w ere  advancing the 
view that Johnson not only had no t condem ned the  M etaphysical poets but 
tha t he had given them  an im p o rtan t boost w hen they needed i t  m o st. One of 
the  f i r s t  to speak up in  Johnson’s behalf was W . B .C . W atkins, a  scho lar 
who w ill be rem em b ered  fo r d em onstra ting , in  h is  Johnson and English  
Poetry  before  1660, ju st how in tim ate ly  Johnson knew the p o e try  he d is ­
cu ssed  in  the L ife  of Cowley. •’■0-*- Ten y e a rs  a f te r  the publication  of th is  
p ioneer study, W atkins w ro te  ag a in  on the sub jec t. The occasion  of h is  
com m ents w as Joseph Wood K ru tch 's  a sse r tio n  in Sam uel Johnson th a t, in  
m a tte rs  of the im agination, Johnson had been a fo llow er of Hobbes. W atkins 
contends to the c o n tra ry  th a t Johnson’s argum ent in  the L ife of Cowley tha t 
tru e  w it m ay be "rigo rously  and ph ilosophically  considered  a s  a kind of 
d isco rd ia  c o n c o rs" is  a lien  to  anything to  be found in  Hobbes but v e ry  c lose  
to C o leridge 's  view of the im agination  a s  the facu lty  which " rev ea ls  its e lf  
in  the balance o r reconcilia tion  of opposite o r d isco rdan t q u a litie s . "102
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M oreover, he in s is ts  tha t if Johnson censu red  the  M etaphysical poets in  the
L ife of Cowley he  ex p ressed  g re a t  adm ira tion  fo r  them  as w e ll. Indeed, in
an opinion which stands in  s ta rtlin g  c o n tra s t w ith that of W ellek , W atkins
a rg u es that Johnson knew the N eoclassical tra d itio n  to be in  decline and
saw in the M etaphysical m anner a tonic which m ight rev ive i t .  In pursuing
th is  point, W atkins a lso  im p lies th a t Johnson la id  the groundw ork fo r the
m odem  conception of a r t  as entity:
In a sen se , [Johnson] would like to g ra f t  the m e ta ­
physica l stem  on the n e o -c la ss ica l ro o t. F u r th e r ­
m o re , he fe e ls  i t  n e ce ssa ry  to evolve fo r the M eta­
p hysica ls  a r ig o ro u sly  philosophical definition of 
w it, "ab strac ted  from  its  effects upon the h e a re r"
(thus quite a p a r t , p e rh a p s , from  p erso n a l ta s te  
and m usic?), w hich, iron ica lly , b e a r s  revo lu tionary  
s e e d s .103
W riting in  1953, David P erk ins c a r r ie s  W atkins' point som ewhat 
fu r th e r . In effect, he a rg u es  th a t in the Life of Cowley Johnson had been 
an eighteenth cen tu ry  E lio t se tting  out to heal w hat he considered  a d is so c ia ­
tion  of w it. 104 jn Perkins* opinion, Johnson saw  the m etaphysical sty le  a s  
the re v e r s e  of the Augustan but did not judge e ith e r  style accord ing  to the 
c r i te r ia  of the o th er. Although he believes th a t, between the two ex trem es 
rep re se n te d , Johnson probably  held stren g th  of thought to be m ore  im portan t 
than  decorum  of d iction , Perk ins concludes th a t w hat Johnson re a lly  a rg u es  
fo r  in  the L ife  of Cowley is  a  com bination of the  tw o. 1^5
F o r a ll  th a t, how ever, P e rk in s ' e ssa y  is  in te res tin g  to  u s  p rim a rily
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because of the view he p resen ts  of Johnson as the in stiga to r of the M eta­
physical rev iv a l. He argues that Johnson not only m ade it h is business to 
study the poetry  of the M etaphysicals closely  but to evolve "an analytic and 
c rit ic a l  method fo r  judging them " a t a tim e when they w ere  v irtua lly  fo r ­
gotten . 106 ^  view of th e ir condition when Johnson took them  up, Perkins 
believes that th ere  is  a  good b it of irony in the fact that the twentieth century  
has tended to look upon the author of the Life of Cowley as an im placable 
enem y of the M etaphysical poets:
To be su re , h is adm iration  w as not com plete. It 
w as strong enough, how ever, to  m ake him  the f i r s t  
c r it ic  to analyze and define them  - -  in  a sense , 
even, to r e s u r r e c t  and ju stify  them  c ritic a lly . It 
is  an ironic accident of l i te ra ry  h isto ry  th a t, in  the 
rev iva l of in te re s t in  "m etaphysical" poetry  a fte r 
W orld W ar I, Johnson's re su rre c tin g  and pioneer 
placing 'of them  should have been regarded  a s  an 
attack  only because the sam e balanced judgm ent that 
made him  d isreg ard  the fashionable stereotype of 
h is own tim e , and to try  to enlarge the prevailing  
conception of "wit" and make a  place fo r  the "m eta­
physical" poets, a lso led  him to value other quali­
tie s  and kinds of p o e try .-*-07
Other prom inent sch o lars  have s im ila rly  suggested that Johnson 
stands a t the head of the M etaphysical rev iv a l. M. H. A bram s, fo r exam ple, 
be lieves that in the Life of Cowley
i
Johnson's concern  w as to take a once-dom inant 
poetic trad itio n , which was then a t the n ad ir of 
its  repu te , but which continued to hold fo r him  a 
p a rticu la r fascination, and to  estim ate  i ts  v irtu es 
at the sam e tim e that he took due notice of its  
defic iencies. 108
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W alter Jaclcson Bate m akes m ore  o r le s s  the sam e point, insisting  that if 
Johnson censu red  the M etaphysical poets he likewise defended them  a t a 
tim e  when th e ir  reputation w as a t rock  bottom . M oreover, he suggests that 
Johnson provided the c ritic a l approach which has enabled a ll subsequent 
generations to  understand and apprecia te  th e ir  poetry . Helen G ardner 
likew ise a s s e r ts  that "The Donne rev iva l begins with Johnson. "HO
In what m ust be reg a rd ed  as one of the m ost im portant m odern d is ­
cussions of the Life of Cowley, W. R . K east does not give a g rea t deal of 
atten tion  to  the notion tha t Johnson is  the fa th e r of the m etaphysical rev iv a l. 
F u rth e rm o re , he takes a  philosophical attitude toward what he considers 
to  be the w idespread  m isconception that Johnson had denounced the M eta­
physical poe ts . H ie difficulty, a s he sees  it, is  sim ply an accidental phe­
nomenon a ris in g  from  "the v ic iss itu d es  of poetic reputations and the fluctua­
tions of c r it ic a l  doctrine and method. " H I  Since we have come to value the 
poetry  of Donne and h is  fo llow ers, we autom atically  assum e that any c ritic  
who does not endorse them  w hole-heartedly  m ust be a d e tra c to r . In K east1 s 
v iew , one unfortunate re s u lt  of th is assum ption  has been a genera l tendency 
to  conclude th a t, when Johnson is  chiding the M etaphysical poets, he is  ad ­
vocating a  poetic p rac tice  opposite to th e ir s .  As he does in  "The T heo re ti­
cal Foundations of Johnson's C ritic ism , " K east a rgues that i t  is  sim ply im ­
possib le  to in fer Johnson's c r itic a l p rinc ip les  from  the L ife of Cowley or 
indeed from  any other single w ork.
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K e a s t's  pu rpose , then , Is  to se t the re c o rd  s tra ig h t, and one of the 
m ajo r po in ts he has to m ake is  that the w idely ad m ired  and in fluen tia l d is ­
cussion of m etaphysica l w it is  actually  som ething of a  d ig ress io n  from  
what Johnson considered  to be the m a jo r  concerns of a  c r it ic , nam ely  "the 
ultim ate  e ffec ts  and values of l ite ra tu re  - -  i ts  pow er to  in te re s t  and move 
our em otions - -  without which the u tm ost refinem en t of w it and technique 
in  the poe t o r  of an a ly sis  in  the c r i t ic  m u st p rove illu so ry . "H 2  ^  o ther 
w ords, K east explains th a t in  the Life o f Cowley Johnson is  w riting  tru e  
to fo rm  a s  an  affective c r i t ic ,  one who assu m es tha t
[tjlie tru e  ta s k  of the c r i t ic  is  to de te rm ine  the 
value of a  w ork  on the b a s is  of i ts  pe rm anen t 
pow er to p lea se  and to fix the position  in  the scale 
of human ab ility  which the  pow ers of the author 
m e r it .
As K east understands i t ,  Johnson believed  th a t the poe t could p lea se  only 
by giving the re a d e r  som ething  that w as a lread y  fa m ilia r  to him  — som e 
passion  o r  p rob lem  com m on to a ll  m en ev ery w h ere . But the poet m u st do 
th is in  such a  way th a t the fam ilia r w ill h it hom e w ith the shock of re c o g ­
n ition . -*--1-4
G ran ted  the soundness of th is  underlying theo ry  and the to p ics  which 
Johnson ac tually  d isc u sse s , K east a rg u e s  th a t we cannot take exception to 
anything Johnson says about m etaphysica l p o e try  in  the Life of Cowley. In 
th is connection, he contends th a t, c o n tra ry  to w hat m any have assu m ed ,
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Johnson i s  not d iscu ssin g  John Donne a t  h is b e s t but r a th e r
the c h a ra c te r is tic  m anner of a  school - - o f  "a  
ra c e  of w r i te r s "  — which in  individual poem s m ay 
not p redom inate  o r  m ay be a ss im ila te d  to a  com ­
pe lling  e ffec t. And who w ill say th a t he h as not h it 
off a ccu ra te ly  the d istinguish ing  a im s and c h a ra c te r is ­
t ic s  of th is  school?
K east believes tha t few m odern  re a d e rs  would d isag ree  w ith Johnson that 
the poe try  of Cowley and Cleveland " is  on the whole w ithout any genuine 
pow er to in te re s t  and m o v e ," and he goes on to  a rgue  th a t "g rea t t ra c ts "  
of D onne's p oe try  fa ll in to  the sam e dull ca tego ry . It i s  tin s  poetry  that 
Johnson d isc u sse s  in  the Life of Cowley and not "the sm a lle r  body of Donne's 
w ork which m odern  ta s te  has fixed upon a s  provid ing  the tru e  m easu re  of 
lh s ta le n t .” K east in s is ts  th a t Johnson is  abso lu tely  r ig h t about the poe try  
of Donne wMch he actually  d isc u sse s . Indeed, he goes fu rth e r: he sug­
g e s ts  tha t Johnson is -a lso  r ig h t on Donne a t  h is  best:
If we leave aside  a ll  considera tion  of D onne's in ­
fluence on the  developm ent of the language, of Ms 
contribution to  the sopM stication of the ly r ic , and 
of M s fascinating  p erso n a l M sto ry , how m any g rea t 
poem s did he w rite?  - -  how m any th a t the in te lligen t 
com m on re a d e r ,  um nstructed  by p rec ep t and u n p re ju ­
diced by au th o rity , is  likely  to re a d  w ith p a ss io n  o r  
w onder? I  ven tu re  to think th a t they  a re  but few, that 
they  a re  not to be found p r im a r ily  among those John­
son quotes, and th a t the p lea su re  we take in  them  
does not depend chiefly  on the heterogeneity  of the 
e lem en ts joined in  th e ir  m etap h o rs  o r  the d istance 
wMch n a tu ra lly  se p a ra te s  them . 116
To sum  up, then , we can say  th a t in  ou r tim e the Life of Cowley has
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a ttrac ted  a g re a t deal of a tten tion . As we have seen , some of our m ost 
resp ec ted  scho lars believe that in  th is  w ork Johnson not only rescu ed  the 
M etaphysical poets from  oblivion but provided the c r itic a l apparatus which 
enabled la te r  generations to understand and apprecia te  them . M oreover, 
although the New C ritics  s t i l l  seem  convinced that Johnson thoroughly d is ­
approved of the poetry  they adm ire  m ost, two of the m ost prom inent of 
them , Cleanth Brooks and A llen T ate , have been frank  to adm it that they 
a re  indebted to h is  analysis of m etaphysical w it. This is  not to  suggest, 
of co u rse , tha t Johnson is  the p rogenito r of the New C ritic ism . On the 
o ther hand, how ever, we cannot be ce rta in  that the New C ritic ism  would 
have evolved in  exactly  the sam e way if  Johnson had not w ritten  a s  he did 
in  the Life of Cowley. In substance, then, we can conclude that Johnson 
has been involved in  an im portan t way in  a ll phases of the m odem  m eta ­
physical rev iv a l.
In the Life of Swift, which concerns us next, we encounter the m ost 
puzzling p roblem  in  Johnson scholarsh ip  — Johnson's c learly  biased  t r e a t ­
m ent of Jonathan Swift. In th is  connection, i t  seem s probable that few 
scho lars would d isagree  w ith W alter Jackson Bate 's opinion that Johnson the 
c r it ic  " is  re a lly  un fa ir, in  h is  to ta l judgm ent, to only one au thor, Swift. "117 
A num ber of th eo rie s  — none of them  v e ry  sa tisfac to ry  — have been a d ­
vanced to account fo r Johnson's u n ch arac te ris tic  lack  of objectivity tow ard 
h is g rea t eighteenth cen tury  p re d e c e sso r. During Johnson’s own life tim e,
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i t  w ill be reca lled , i t  w as suggested tha t he bore Swift a  grudge fo r failing 
to help in the m a tte r  of the T rin ity  M .A . Although th is theory has never 
enjoyed much support, i t  is  in te re s tin g  to note that it has su rfaced  again 
in  a rec en t note by Jeffrey M eyers. He believes tha t Johnson w as in secu re  
and hypersensitive  a t the tim e the req u est was m ade and that, a s  a conse­
quence, Swift's seem ing rebuff had a  traum atic  effect on him;
Johnson believed tha t Swift had the power to get him 
the Dublin degree but refused  to do s o . A t that tim e 
he w as very  be lligeren t, fe lt he was given m ore than 
adequate provocation by th is re fu sa l, and developed 
a  strong  d islike of Swift which las ted  through the r e s t  
of his l i f e . H 8
Lord Brougham offers the m ore probable explanation tha t a  n a tu ra l aversion  
fo r Swift w as com plicated by the fac t that Johnson's "relig ious feelings w ere 
roused  against one whom he reg a rd ed  a s  having, like S terne , an  object of 
h is specia l sco rn , d isg raced  by h is w riting  h is sac red  p ro fession .
Jam es L . Clifford suggests what d isto rtions of fac t in  the Life of Swift would 
seem  to support: tha t som eone (Clifford suspects D r. Thomas Birch) de­
lib e ra te ly  poisoned Johnson's m ind with lie s  about Sw ift's p e rso n al life 
which w ere  not disproved in  Johnson's life tim e. 120
N evertheless, perhaps because of w hat Johnson had been able to  
forgive M ilton, tw entieth century  scho lars  have tended to be d issa tisfied  
w ith th ese  m ore o r  le s s  ex trin s ic  explanations. As a  consequence, they 
have searched  fo r an sw ers in the rea lm  of the i r ra t io n a l . E arly  in  the
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century , George Saintsbury suggested tha t " there  is  no sa tis fac to ry  explana­
tion . . . . The only way to  account for [Johnson’s attitude J . . . is  by 
supposing a so r t  of 'c lo t' of m inor p re jud ices m ischievously  obstructing  
the flow of equable judgm ent. "121 gut m ore  rec en t sc h o la rs , endeavoring 
to dig deeper, have suggested that Johnson behaved tow ard Swift a s  he did 
because, unconsciously, he saw many of h is own anxieties a t w ork in  his 
subject and, what was w orse , foresaw  h is  own probable fate  exem plified 
in Swift’s la s t  painful y e a rs . W. B. C. W atkins was the f i r s t  scho lar to 
undertake an  explanation of Johnson's p re jud ices a s  the outgrowth of " in ­
stinctive se lf-p ro tec tion . "-*22 Joseph Wood K rutch has likew ise im plied 
tha t Johnson was w riting  som ething like v icarious autobiography in  the s ta rk  
and powerful account of Swift’s de te rio ra tion  and death. As K rutch puts 
i t ,  "A g rea t deal m ore  is  known . . . about the life and death of Jonathan 
Swift than Johnson knew. But has the h o rro r  of h is la s t  dreadfu l days ever 
been p resen ted  m ore sim ply o r  m ore im press ive ly?  "-*2 3 M ore recen tly ,
M. J. C. Hodgart has theorized  that "nearly  a ll [Johnson'sJ re fe ren c es  to 
Swift in  conversation  o r w riting  show an ag g ress iv e  hostility  tha t com es 
from  f e a r . "124 still m ore recen tly , Jeffrey M eyers, cited above fo r h is 
theory  concerning the Dublin M .A ., has argued that when Johnson "wrote 
on d isease , m adness, and death in  the Life of Swift, he was exp ress ing  h is 
h a tred  of them , and by doing so was achieving a  kind of tra g ic  c a th a rs is  of 
his fe a rs , and fo r once, an uneasy m as te ry  over th em . ”125
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As George Saintsbury so w isely observed , th e re  is  no sa tisfac to ry  
answ er. But the problem  posed  by the Life of Swift is  sim ply too intriguing 
to be left alone, and it  is  to  be expected tha t additional explanations of 
Johnson's anim osity  tow ard Swift w ill be forthcom ing.
A rriv ing  a t la s t a t the question of Johnson's m odem  reputation  as
a c r itic  of Dryden and Pope, we can say w ith George Saintsbury that
w ith the Lives of Dryden and Pope we a re  c le a r  of 
a ll d ifficulties and the c ritic  is  in  h is e lem ent. The 
poets whom he is  c ritic is in g  occupy the sam e p la t-  
form  a s  he does; they have in  fac t been the a rc h ite c ts  
of that p la tfo rm . 126
To be su re , Jam es M . O sborn has com plained of a lack of p roportion  in 
the Life of D ryden, 127 an<̂ > a s  we noted in  the preceding  chap ter, W im satt 
has com plained that "Johnson's stubborn lack  of in te re s t in  p resen ta tional 
analogy" prevented his h earing  som e of Pope's sub tlest m u sic . 128 M ore­
over, F . R . Leavis contends that a t his b e s t (as in Book IV of The Dunciad) 
Pope tran scen d s the Augustan trad ition  and inevitably leaves Samuel Johnson 
behind. 129 F o r a ll th a t, how ever, there  i s  no re a l  con troversy , and it  is  
doubtful tha t there  is  any w idespread  d isag reem en t w ith B ernard N. Schil­
ling 's  rec en t judgment th a t, on Dryden,
the twentieth century  has tended to  re tu rn  to the 
eighteenth and the sensib le  c r itic ism  of Sam uel 
Johnson. The re a d e r  w ill see how frequently  in  
th is  volume [ i . e .  Dryden, a  Collection of C ritica l 
E ssays J m odern  opinion re l ie s  upon o r takes 
seriously  the la rg en ess  of Johnson's view . 180
i
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S im ilarly , i t  seem s unlikely tha t m any would contest George W atson's e s t i ­
m ate  that the Life of Pope " is  s t ill  the b est genera l account of Pope in  
ex istence . "131
But i t  should be rec a lled  that no one has ev er suggested th a t any 
o th er c ritic  could r iv a l Johnson on the two g re a te s t poets of h is own school. 
A ccordingly, the only re a l  change to be rep o rted  in  the fortunes of the 
L ives of Dryden and Pope is  the ra th e r  obvious revolution in  the reputations 
of the two poets them selves. As we noted in Chapter T h ree , these  rep u ta ­
tions have undergone a  ra th e r  d ram atic  m etam orphosis since the n ineteen- 
fo rtie s  and Johnson's stock has clim bed w ith th e ir s .  In any case , we can 
r e s t  a ssu red  tha t Johnson's expertise  on Dryden and Pope is  no longer 
cited  a s  proof of h is  incom petence a s  a c ritic  of "genuine" p o e try .
Despite the fact th a t th e re  is  little  controversy  in  connection with 
the L ives of Dryden and Pope, th e re  is  nev erth e less  one study of the la tte r  
which m e rits  c lose attention, fo r it  is  a study which seem s to provide 
additional docum entation of E lio t's  and L eav is ' conception of Johnson as a 
c r it ic  a t w ork w ithin a  positive trad ition . It is  a study which is  rem in iscen t 
of A rthur Sherbo 's Samuel Johnson, E ditor of Shakespeare, for the au thor, 
Benjamin Boyce, c learly  en te rta in s  serious doubts about Johnson's o r ig i­
nality  as a  c r i t ic . Although he does not go so fa r  a s  to label Johnson a 
p la g ia r is t, he nevertheless announces that he has
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come to the conclusion that Johnson 's rem a rk s  on 
Pope w ere not uniform ly su p e rio r to those of p r e ­
vious c ritic s  and tha t he w as, to an  extent that 
probably few re a d e rs  apprecia te , reg u la rly  de­
pendent upon those c ritic s  fo r d irec tion  in his 
com m entary . *32
What p a rticu la rly  troubles Boyce is  Ms conclusion that Johnson's "best 
c ritic ism  and m o st of the genuine l ite ra ry  c ritic ism  . . . occur not because 
Johnson was provoked by a  poem  but because he was provoked by a  c ritic , 
usually  Dennis o r W arton ." Because Johnson had no previous com m entators 
to  follow on Pope’s la te r  w orks - -  m ost notably, the M oral E ssays, the 
H orace , and the S atires - -  Boyce believes Ms c ritic ism  went f l a t .^ 3  The 
inference he draw s is  th a t, although an exce llen t c ritic , Johnson was n e v e r­
th e le ss  one who could not function independently. But if E liot and Leavis 
a re  righ t about Johnson's re la tio n  to Ms m ilieu , absolute independence on 
Johnson's p a r t  would have constituted som ething of an aberra tion . In any 
c a s e , Boyce seem s to be describ ing  the exac t relationsM p wMch E liot and 
L eavis found so intriguing:
Johnson is  dull when the w orld is  dull. He is  as 
a c r i t ic  m ost in te re s tin g  when he is  arguing, even 
p e rv e rse ly  argu ing . Too often the value of Ms 
com m ents would be much enhanced if  the re a d e r 
w ere  fam ilia r  with the c ritic ism s  he was c r i t ic is ­
ing . As he sa id , he was not w riting  ju st to philoso­
p h e rs  and poets; hence he did not beat over the 
ground w ell covered by Dennis o r Spence of W arton, 
and he is  consequently m ore read ab le . But the re a d ­
ability  of Ms Pope is  due in p a r t  to the sense Johnson 
had of being in  converse with w orthy opponents; a s in
318
those m any d ram atic  colloquies rep o rted  by Bos­
w e ll, so in  w ritin g  h is c r it ic ism  of Pope, Johnson 
lis tened  to  one speaker and then  ano ther, re p ly ­
ing roughly to  som e re m a rk s , ignoring o th ers , 
borrow ing the language of one m an, handing a r a r e  
com plim ent to som eone e ls e  in  a  m om ent of happy 
ag reem en t, pe rpe tually  dem anding the la s t  w ord , 
even if  he had to r o a r  to ge t i t .  The pity is  that the 
average  re a d e r  of the Pope does not h e a r the o ther 
voices in  the long and in te re s tin g  and yet frequently
only desu lto ry  conversa tion . 134
With Dryden and Pope, we come to the end of our l is t  of poe ts  dealt 
with by Johnson who s t i l l  enjoy m a jo r repu ta tions in  our day . An obvious 
difficulty h e re  i s  w here to draw  the lin e . It need sc a rc e ly  be pointed out 
that th is ch ap ter could be extended a lm o st indefinitely i f  one chose to  u n d e r­
take a consideration  of Johnson’s influence on the repu tations of w r ite rs  
who a re  not generally  thought to have an im portance  com parable to those 
we have ju s t  been looking a t .  Yet in  a ll  p robab ility  such an extended d is ­
cussion would do no m o re  than  prove w hat doubtless w ill be adm itted  in  
any case  — th a t when a  w r i te r  d iscu ssed  by Johnson i s  re c a lle d  in  our day, 
the chances a re  very  good th a t what Johnson had to say about him  w ill e n te r 
into the d iscu ssio n  in  a  significant w ay. But perhaps we should give som e 
attention to  one m ore poet, Thom as G ray . I t w ill be re c a lle d  tha t the Life 
of G ray w as a  source of outrage a t  the tim e  of i ts  publication and throughout 
the n ineteenth  cen tu ry . But unlike D ryden and Pope, G ray lo s t ra th e r  than 
gained ground in  the tw entieth  cen tu ry . Indeed, i t  would seem  that G ray ’s 
repu ta tion  w as in  se rious decline by 1916, when, in  defense of Johnson’s
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c ritic ism  of the Bard and the P rogress of Poesy, George Saintsbury asked:
Will any c ritic a l a d m ire r  of G ray place h is  hand 
on his w aistcoat and deny that Gray . . .  is  
m echanical — in diction, in  v ersifica tion , in  a l ­
m ost ev ery  re sp e c t of technique and architectonic?
Was th e re  ev er a  poet le ss  spontaneous, le s s  in ­
evitable? 135
C ertainly , th e re  is  a  g rea t deal of irony in  the fact tha t Johnson's s tr ic tu re s  
on G ray, celeb ra ted  fo r over a  century as conclusive p roof of his obtuseness, 
have la te ly  come to  be cited  a s  conclusive p roo f of Ms "excellence a s  a  c ritic  
of eighteenth century  v e r s e . "136
Finally , then , we can conclude our d iscussion  of Johnson's judgm ents 
of specific authors w ith the following observations: the  Lives of Swift and 
Milton a re  not now reg a rd ed  a s  helpful in in te rp re tin g  the work of those 
two a u th o rs . Yet a s  we have seen throughout th is  study, the Life of Milton 
has alw ays caused a  g re a t num ber of re a d e rs  to te s t  th e ir  opinions, and it  
seem s fa ir  to suggest tha t in  th is a re a  Johnson continues to ex ert one of 
the m ost powerful negative influences in  a ll  of l ite ra tu re . But Johnson’s 
influence is  c learly  positive  in  m odem  c ritic ism  of Shakespeare, Dryden, 
Pope, and the M etaphysical p o e ts . Indeed, i t  seem s probable that he is  
the m ost influential single c ritic  in  a ll four a re a s .
*S* ^
P rio r  to undertaking our conclusion, i t  m ay be helpful to focus our 
a ttention b riefly  on the m ost im portant is su e s  wMch divide m odern opinion
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on Johnson’s c r itic ism , issu es  which w ill doubtless be with us fo r some 
tim e to com e. The one g rea t overrid ing  issu e  in  our day i s ,  of cou rse , 
the question of the p ro p er re la tion  of lite ra tu re  to l if e . Closely re la ted  
to  th is issue  a re  two subsid iary  difficulties: f i r s t ,  Johnson's id eas on the 
genera l and the p a rtic u la r  in  a r t  and, secondly, h is  ideas on the m o ra l 
function of poe try .
Concerning the question of the re la tio n  of l ite ra tu re  to l if e , we can 
note an in te res tin g  shift in opinion from  the nineteenth to  the tw entieth 
century. Although the m ajo rity  of nineteenth century com m entators w ere 
convinced tha t Johnson's c ritic ism  w as invalid owing to h is apparen t in ­
ability  to follow the flights of the poetic  im agination o r  to h e a r  the sub tler 
nuances of ve rs ifica tio n , a significant num ber of w rite rs  w ere nevertheless 
w illing to p ra ise  h is  understanding of human nature  and human experience. 
In the e a rly  y ea rs  of the tw entieth century , D. Nichol Smith and S ir W alter 
Raleigh took up Johnson's c ritic ism  p rec ise ly  because they believed tha t he 
had an incom parable ab ility  to judge lite ra tu re  in  te rm s  of its  fidelity  to 
life . Indeed, Raleigh was w illing to  concede in  th is  connection that John­
son knew m ore of life than  of the pu re ly  technical side of lite ra tu re : ”[IJt 
is  not on vexed questions of lite ra tu re  tha t Johnson is  seen  a t h is b e s t and 
g rea tes t, but in judgem ents on human life and human m otives. "137
R espect fo r Johnson's sk ill in  judging human life  and m otives p e r ­
sisted  into the nineteen-tw enties and th ir tie s ; indeed, such re sp ec t probably
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accounts fo r his su rv ival in  those y e a r s .  In th is re g a rd , we can cite  the 
anonymous rev iew er in  the T im es L ite ra ry  Supplement whom we encountered 
ea rly  in  Chapter T h ree . This w rite r  c le a rly  suspected, in  1926, tha t John­
son’s repu tation  as a c r it ic  m ight not outlive Sir W alter Raleigh. He w as, 
a s  we have seen , convinced that Johnson w as en tire ly  deficient in  v irtually  
every  im portan t sk ill and sensib ility  req u is ite  in  a c ritic  of poe try . But he 
nevertheless believed th a t Johnson had a  slight chance of surv ival owing 
to his prodigious understanding of hum an nature and human experience:
No one held  m ore tenaciously  to  the sound doctrine 
that lite ra tu re  belongs to life  and is  nothing if  it 
allows any divorce to  come between life and 
itse lf . . . . Of a r t ,  Johnson 's conception w as 
somewhat narrow : h is pu re ly  aesthe tic  gift was 
certain ly  not re m a rk a b le . But in  his hold on 
life he has no su p erio r am ong a ll the m en who 
have w ritten  m uch about the c ritic ism  of l i te ra ­
tu re . This is  w here his strength  l i e s .138
It is  to  be noted th a t, on the positive  side , the rev iew er s ta te s  the 
position of such recen t Johnson su p p o rte rs  as Joseph Wood K rutch, Jean 
H agstrum , W. R . K east, and W alter Jackson Bate. But over the p a s t 
th irty  y e a rs  we have seen  the em ergence of a pow erful counter fo rc e , a  
school of c ritic ism  which in s is ts  that to  m ake m eaningful aesthe tic  judg­
m ents one i s  com pelled to effect a d ivorce of l ite ra tu re  from  life . Indeed, 
a s  we saw in  the preced ing  chapter, Johnson ran k s as a  non-entity  in  two 
im portan t m odem  h is to rie s  of c ritic ism  p rec ise ly  because, in  the opinion 
of the h is to rian s , he could not keep a r t  and life so rted  out in  th e ir  respective
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ca teg o ries . T here  can be no doubt that th is  point of view, the point of 
view that in s is ts  on the concept of a r t  a s  en tity , has tended to dominate 
the l ite ra ry  scen e . A s the re s u l t  of such influence, even w r ite rs  sym pa­
thetic  to Johnson have som etim es been in tim idated . A notable example of 
th is  kind of intim idation is  seen  in  a  rec en t e ssay  by lan W att, one in  
which h is obvious intention is  to laud Johnson's g rea t ex p ertise  in  what he 
ca lls  the lite ra tu re  of ex p erien ce . He defines th is lite ra tu re  a s  one which 
d e riv es  from  " lite ra l  as  opposed to im aginative tru th"  but concedes a t 
once that it  is  a  l ite ra tu re  which is  not en tire ly  safe:
[The lite ra tu re  of experience dem ands a kind of 
judgm ent whichj is  co n tra ry  to m ost m odem  
c rit ic a l theory , with i ts  in sistence  on the l i te ra ry  
a rte fa c t a s  an autonomous verba l s tru c tu re  b est 
considered  a s  sep ara te  both from  i ts  author and 
from  any re la tio n  to  r e a l  l i f e . Obviously the c o r ­
respondence of an au tho r’s sta tem ents to rea lity  
o r tru th  is  even m ore  difficult to  estab lish  than 
in trin s ic  l i te ra ry  excellence w here we can a t le a s t 
find a ll  — o r  m ost - -  of the evidence on the page 
before u s . We m ust a lso  rem em b er that there  i s  a  
re a l  danger in confusing a r t  and life; fo r one thing, 
i t  tends to  au thorize the common " le t’s have no 
nonsense" so rt of P h ilistin ism , and Johnson h as had 
m any a d m ire rs  in  th is  camp: Raleigh him self, a s  
V irginia Woolf noted, in h is la te r  y e a rs  "ceased  to 
p ro fe ss  l ite ra tu re , and becam e in stead  a P ro fesso r 
of Ldfeyl39
But Watt concedes that "the o ther ex trem e position i s  even m ore im ­
p o ss ib le ."  U nfortunately, how ever, he does not attem pt to designate a
reasonab le  com prom ise between these  two undesirable e x tre m e s . He con-
eludes h is  e s sa y  by quoting Johnson 's "On the D eath  of D r. R obert L evet"  
to  suppo rt th e  idea th a t, although "we m ay  no t w an t to go a s  f a r  a s  Johnson 
did in  d is re g a rd in g  the  d is tin c tio n  betw een l i te ra tu re  and l if e , " we m u st 
n e v e rth e le s s  concede th a t Johnson 's to ta l  ach ievem en t "co n s titu tes  an  im ­
p re s s iv e ly  eloquent, co n s is ten t, and tru th fu l v ision  of hum an e x p e r ie n c e ." 
In so fa r a s  Johnson 's rep u ta tio n  i s  concerned , the  b a ttle  lin e s  on th is  is su e  
a re  c le a r ly  draw n, w ith  W ellek and the  New C ritic s  on the  one side and 
K ru tch , H ag stru m , K eas t, and  Bate on the o th e r . The in ab ility  of W att to  
find a com fortab le  p lace  to  stand  betw een th ese  two cam ps i s  p robab ly  
em b lem atic  of the p red ic am en t of a  la rg e  segm ent of m o d ern  sc h o la rsh ip . 
In  o ther w o rd s , the tro u b leso m e  question  of the re la tio n  of l i te ra tu re  to 
life  is  u n reso lv ed , and  w ill no doubt continue to  pose  a  d ifficu lty  in  John­
so n 's  re p u ta tio n  a s  a  c r i t ic .
The question  of the p ro p e r  re la tio n sh ip  betw een the  g e n e ra l and 
the p a r t ic u la r  in  a r t  h a s  been  given co n sid erab le  a tten tio n  in  the  p re c e d ­
ing  c h a p te r . H ere  ag a in  the  b a ttle  lin e s  a re  r a th e r  c le a r ly  d raw n , w ith 
W illiam  K . W im satt on the  one side  and Jean H agstrum  on th e  o th e r . At 
is su e  i s  w hat Johnson had  in  m ind when he ca lled  fo r  an  appea l from  c r i t i ­
c ism  to  n a tu re , o r  w hen he caused  Im la c , in  ch ap te r ten  of R a s s e la s , to 
advise  h is  pupil a g a in st nu m b erin g  the  s tre a k s  of the  tu lip . A s we have 
seen , H agstrum  and K eas t a rgue  th a t, fo r  Johnson, g e n e ra l n a tu re  e m ­
bodies a  p sycho log ica l lin k  betw een the poet and h is  aud ience . M o reo v er,
they in s is t  tha t Johnson’s ideas on th is  sco re  have tim e le ss  va lid ity . W im -
sa tt  on the o th er hand believes th a t, in  Johnson 's ideas about genera l n a tu re ,
we see  the la s t  gasp of a
[neo-P latonicJ doctrine  of id ea l fo rm . . . . In John­
son the l i te ra ry  th e o r is t  we confront a  system  of 
id eas (in p a r t  r ig id ly  consisten t, in  p a r t  ra th e r  m an i­
fes tly  inconsis ten t, in  p a r t  a t le a s t  paradox ica l) which 
constitu tes a m assiv e  sum m ary  of the  neo-P latonic 
d rive  in  l i te ra ry  theo ry  and of i ts  d ifficu lties .141
The point to be s tre s s e d , of c o u rse , is  th a t W im satt denies th a t Johnson’s
id eas on th is  sc o re  have any m o d em  re lev an ce  w hile H agstrum  and K east
v igorously  endorse  those id e a s .
As we noted in  the p reced ing  ch ap ter, Rene W ellek does not go quite 
so fa r  in  d ism iss in g  Johnson’s id ea s  about g e n e ra l n a tu re , w hich he lik e ­
w ise  se e s  a s  having ”a v e ry  re sp ec tab le  a n c e s try  in  neo-P latonic a e s th e tic s . ’ 
Although he is  p lain ly  no a d m ire r  of Johnson’s b ran d  of N eo classic ism , a 
position  w hich he holds to  be "deplorable in  i ts  desiccated  a b s tr a c tn e s s ,” 
he concedes th a t a b s tra c t  N eoclassic ism  n e v e rth e le ss  gave Johnson som e 
sligh t understand ing  of the autonom y of a r t .  M oreover, he concedes that, 
although "P ractica lly  a l l  c r i t ic a l  th eo ry  since Johnson has ru n  in  the oppo­
site  d irec tio n , " Johnson 's view of the m a tte r  is  not en tire ly  e rroneous: "a ll 
a r t  m u st be in  som e way g en era l in  o rd e r  not to  be com pletely in co m p re ­
hensib le  o r  u n in te res tin g . The v e ry  n a tu re  of language i s  to  w ork  by gen­
e ra liz a tio n s  . "  He concludes w ith the observation  that "D r. Johnson was
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pushing the ex trem e of generality , while we a re  apt to s t r e s s  the oppo­
site  ."142
Other prom inent scho lars have tended toward the sam e so rt of
m iddle view . Joseph Wood Krutch, for exam ple, argues tha t
the question of the general v e rsu s  the specific in  
poetry  has never rea lly  been c lea rly  determ ined , 
and fo r a ll  the successfu l v io lations of the ru le  
which Johnson thought e stab lish ed , it s till r e ­
m ains tru e  th a t the individual in  a r t  must be som e­
thing m ore than  m erely  an individual as su re ly  as 
the rep resen ta tiv e  of a  sp ec ie s  m ust somehow 
m anage to  be an individual a ls o . 143
Geoffrey T illo tson  has s im ila rly  argued  not only th a t Johnson's ideas 
on th is subject have m e rit  but that they  a re  in  fact applicable to  a ll great 
poetry:
Johnson . . . knows that th e re  a re  such flow ers a s  
tu lip s , tha t som e tulips a re  s treaked , and tha t the 
bo tan ist m ay examine the num ber of s tre a k s . John­
son knows everything, but he does not want the poet, 
who a lso  knows everything, to  use such knowledge 
as he has acquired  as a b o tan ist. . . . Johnson's 
p rincip le  su re ly  holds fo r a l l  g re a t poetry. D ante’s 
im agery  is  the re v e rse  of e so te r ic . Donne’s com pas­
ses a re  things alike obvious to vigilance and c a re le s s ­
n e ss , even though Johnson w as not quite a t lib e r ty  to 
see th is . 144
In addition to the foregoing genera lly  flexible com m ents, we have 
a lso  seen the rec en t em ergence of a point of view which in s is ts  that, although 
Johnson dem ands la rge  general p ro p e rtie s  and large appearances, he like­
w ise  dem ands throughout h is c ritic ism  th a t these be qualified by their oppo­
s i te s . Perhaps the s trongest and m ost succinct statem ent of th is point of
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view ap p ea rs  in  W. R . K east’s rev iew  of Scott E lled g e 's  "The Background 
and Developm ent in  E nglish  C ritic ism  of the T heories of G enerality  and 
P a r t ic u la r i ty ."  In th is  e ssa y , E lledge a r r iv e s  at a  conclusion  roughly 
com parable to tha t taken  by Joseph Wood K rutch in re fe re n c e  to Johnson’s 
d idac tic ism  in  the Shakespeare c r i t ic is m . Basing h is argum en t p r im a r ily  
on w hat he considers to be a d isp a rity  betw een Im lac 's  advice about the 
s tre a k s  of the tu lip  and Johnson's p ra is e  of the Seasons in  the Life of Thom ­
so n , E lledge contends that Johnson sim p ly  fa ils  to p ra c tic e  what he p reach es  
on the g randeur of g e n e ra lity . K e a s t’s response  to  th is  th e s is  i s  strongly 
rem in isce n t of R. S. C rane’s review  of A tkins' E nglish  L ite ra ry  C ritic ism : 
17th & 18th C en tu ries , fo r he contends th a t Elledge h a s  constructed  an  
a rb i t r a ry  fram ew ork  of ideas about the  genera l and th e  p a r t ic u la r  - -  these 
d e riv ed  from  such d iv e rse  c r itic s  a s  Longinus, D ennis, and Addison — and 
then  ingested  Johnson’s ideas into th a t irre le v a n t fram ew ork  in o rd e r  to 
p rove  a p reconceived  po in t. Keast in s is ts  that E lledge h as sim ply fa iled  
to understand  the Life of Thom son, in  which, a s  he s e e s  i t ,  Johnson p ra is e s  
the poet not sim ply because  he took note of m inute d e ta ils  of n a tu re  but 
because  he could do th is  a t the sam e tim e  tha t he "com prehends the v a s t .  "*-46 
Viewed a s  a whole, K east te lls  u s , Johnson’s c ritic a l positio n  " in s is ts  not 
upon the su p e rio rity  of the genera l to the p a rticu la r o r  of the p a r tic u la r  to 
the  g en era l, but upon the n ecessa ry  union and coex istence of both in  l i te ra ry  
w o rk s ."  H ie m isconceptions on th is  sc o re  a r is e ,  in  K e a s t’s opinion, from
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iso lated  sta tem ents which Johnson had to  make on poets who did not achieve
the p ro p er balance — who e rre d  tow ard e ith e r of the two p o les . But what
K east c lea rly  calls fo r h e re  is  the inside  approach to Johnson's c ritic ism
advocated by R . S. C rane. 147
In re m a rk s  which rev ea l his affinity  w ith the Chicago c r i t ic s ,
M . H. A bram s likewise explains tha t "the n e o -c la ss ic  th eo ris t w as apt to
pose the standard  of aesthe tic  exce llence , like th a t of m oral exce llence ,
in  te rm s  of a  m ean between e x trem es , o r e lse  in  te rm s  of a  conjunction
of opposite q u a litie s ."  Like K east, A bram s believes that Johnson is
often m is in te rp re ted  because he usually  argues to 
the single point o r docum ent a t is su e , by an ap­
p eal to only so m uch of the general p rincip le  as 
the case  re q u ire s . . . . Read com pletely ra th e r  
than in  se lec ted  p assag es , then, Johnson m ay be 
said  to locate the h ighest and r a r e s t  excellence 
in  the rep resen ta tion  of the individualized type, 
the c ircum stan tia lly  gen era l, and the novel- 
fa m ilia r .148
During the y e a rs  when these views w ere being propounded, we have 
seen the em ergence of s t ill  another point of view which holds tha t Johnson's 
ideas about the general and the p a rtic u la r  should be re la ted  not to h is 
aesthe tic  theory  alone but to what m ight be called  h is  philosophy of life .
As we noted in the p reced ing  chap ter, W alter Jackson Bate has offered a 
persuasive  case fo r the proposition th a t the generality  sought by Johnson 
p e rta in s  to "the m ost humanly pertin en t genera lity . . . .  a species of 
symbolic v a lu e ."149 a  s im ila r vein , Paul F u sse ll has offered the view
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th a t Johnson's notions on the g en era l and p a rtic u la r  a re  roo ted  in  "the idea
of sh e e r human con tinu ity ." To be useful over the long haul, l ite ra tu re
m u st, Johnson believed, d ivest i ts e lf  of excessive  p a rtic u la rity . Hence,
in  F u sse ll’s view,
The g re a t Johnsonian c r itic a l p rincip le  of "the 
grandeur of generality" involves a t  bottom a 
prodigious hum anistic  faith  in  the dignity and 
perm anence of the cen tra l e lem ent in  human na­
tu re . It is  le s s  a  c r it ic a l observation  than a  
m ora l and philosophic a rtic le  of belief. 150
A rieh  Sachs has recen tly  suggested th a t, fo r Johnson, "the g randeur of
generality" also em bodied a  d idactic  function. He m akes exactly  the point
tha t F u sse ll m akes and goes on to explain tha t "[aj recognition of th is basic
uniform ity  is  suprem ely  im portan t because by providing a  re le a se  from  the
tensions of se lf and subjectiv ity  i t  leads to salvation, and there fo re  we find
i t  re ite ra te d  in  vary ing  contexts throughout Johnson’s w r itin g s .”151 gut
su re ly  David Daiches m akes the m ost thought-provoking com m ent of a ll
concerning Johnson's id eas about a  perm anent cen tra l elem ent in  human
n a tu re . He in s is ts  th a t we m ust ag ree  w ith Johnson here  o r throw our
books away, fo r
any theory  of l i te ra ry  value which sees  l ite ra tu re  
as som e kind of illum ination of the na tu re  of m an 
is  com m itted to the position  that that na tu re  is  
unchanging, un less i t  is  p rep a red  to  concede that 
the l ite ra tu re  of p a s t ages has ceased  to  be of
v a lu e .152
In sum , then , we can say  th a t, although the question of the p ro p er
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re la tio n  of the genera l to  the p a rticu la r m ay continue to  pose a problem , 
our attitude tow ard Johnson’s position on th is  issue  seem s to be generally  
sym pathetic, m ore sym pathetic, perhaps, than one m ight an ticipate .
By fa r  the m ost troublesom e problem  in  Johnson's c ritic ism  — a 
problem  which has confounded c ritic s  in  every  generation  since h is death - -  
is  his d idactic ism , M s apparent d e sire  to see poetry  se rve  m orality  through 
p recep t o r  exam ple. As we have seen in  tM s and the p receding  chap ter, a 
g rea t many m odern w r ite rs  have found th is position difficult to reconcile  
with Ms in sistence  th a t poetry  p resen t a re a lis tic  im itation of human ex­
perience  . Perhaps the m ost lucid sta tem ent of the conflict is  provided by 
David D aiches:
Johnson finds M m self in  a d ilem m a h e re , though he 
does not c lea rly  recogM ze i t  a s  such. If a  p oe t’s 
duty i s  to re p re se n t human nature  accu ra te ly  and 
vividly and a t the sam e tim e to  a rrange  Ms sto ry  
so that i t  provides m o ra l in struction  fo r the re a d e r , 
then i t  m ust follow that human nature  in  its e lf  m ust 
be edifying. Sir PMlip Sidney had argued that 
poe try  should be m orally  in s tru c tiv e , but, w ell a -  
w are that life as i t  is  does not convey a  m o ra l le s ­
son to the o b se rv er, he in s is ted  tha t the poet create  
a new and b e tte r  w orld . Johnson wants to have i t  
both w ays, wMch would be fa ir  enough if  he believed 
tha t the r e a l  w orld is  in  fac t m orally  edifying, but 
he knew v e ry  w ell that i t  was not and desp ised  those 
facile  optim ists who thought that i t  w a s . *53
As we have seen , a  num ber of w r ite rs  have seem ed to accept John­
son 's  d idacticism  as a  p e rso n al quirk to be overlooked. In tMs connection, 
because of Ms notable silence on the subject, W. R. K east m ay be one of
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th ese . But se v e ra l o thers have attem pted to give some sa tisfac to ry  explana­
tion fo r Johnson's seem ing in transigence on th is sc o re . Joseph Wood Krutch, 
fo r exam ple, believes tha t Johnson's d idactic ism  is  a  w eakness which he 
shared  with h is age, a  w eakness which, in  h is view, stem m ed from  a gen­
e ra l inability  to understand the A risto te lian  theory  of m o ra l uplift though a 
purgation of p ity  and fe a r . But he believes that Johnson's problem  was 
nevertheless ra th e r  special; he suspects that Johnson often complained be­
cause he failed  to find "som ething specifically  C hristian" in  a  poem or 
1 ^4play . ^ Helen G ardner h as likew ise offered an in triguing  explanation.
She believes tha t the problem  of Johnson's d idacticism  stem s from  the in ­
ability  of la te r  c r itic s  to  understand Johnson’s g rea t sensitiv ity  to l i te ra ­
tu re  . She suggests tha t, when Johnson com plains of a  lack  of poetic justice 
in  Shakespeare, he is  often com plaining because a scene is  sim ply too pain ­
ful fo r h im . Of Johnson's response  to  "die ho rrib le  behavior of Prince John 
of L an caste r"  she says:
Johnson is  not, I think, com plaining that Shake­
speare  does not p reach  us a  sh o rt serm on on good 
faith; but that nobody in  the play e x p re sses  any of 
the feelings of outrage tha t such cold-blooded 
trea ch e ry  m ust evoke in  decent people. He , . . 
assum es the decency of the audience whose feelings 
req u ire  d ram atic  exp ression . 155
But i t  is  in te res ting  to note tha t Rene W ellek does not condemn John­
son 's  d idac tic ism . He believes, of cou rse , that Johnson’s demand fo r m o ra l
331
purpose often got in  the way of h is  demand fo r re a lism . But he does not
condemn: "D idacticism  has a venerable trad ition  in  c ritic ism , and I  am
not disposed to dispute i ts  rig h ts  if they a re  p roperly  lim ited . In Johnson
1they a re  not always p ro p erly  lim ite d ."  M oreover, a s  we noted in
Chapter Four, Jean H agstrum  attem pts to account for Johnson's d idacticism
with the explanation th a t, fo r Johnson, Nature constituted in  the final analysis
a m o ra l o rd e r . Taking a d ifferen t tack , W alter Jackson Bate explains that
what Johnson re a lly  had in  m ind is  the illum ination of human experience in
such a way that the u ltim ate im plications of life w ill be m ade c le a r . What
the poet m ust b ring  about i s  "The active dawning into m eaning . . .  in
which life a t la s t  i s  fe lt to 'go fo rw a rd s . '"157
Of a ll the w r ite rs  who have commented in  our tim e on Johnson’s
d idactic ism , T . S. E lio t seem s to  have been the lea s t d istu rbed  by i t .  He
sim ply a rg u es tha t we have to  re in te rp re t the language of any c ritic  of the
p a s t if  we a re  to  m ake him  re levan t to our own a g e . All Johnson re q u ire s ,
E lio t explains, is  th a t poetry  be edifying. Noting tha t we su re ly  expect to
"derive som e benefit a s  w ell a s  p lea su re "  from  good poetry , E lio t m akes
h is  case  as follows:
If, th e re fo re , we allow to "edification" a ll the 
e la stic ity  of which the te rm  i s  capable, it  seem s 
to come to no m ore than the a sse r tio n  that poetry  
should have some serious value fo r the re a d e r: a  
proposition  which w ill not be denied and which is  
therefo re  hard ly  w orth  affirm ing . Our only d is -
332
agreem ent w ill be about the kind of content which we 
consider edifying. Our r e a l  difficulty with Johnson's 
view is  ra th e r  d ifferen t. We distinguish m ore c learly  
between the conscious intention of the w r i te r , and the 
effect of the w ork. We d is tru s t v e rse  in  which the 
author is  delibera te ly  aim ing to in s tru c t or to p e r ­
suade.
It is  to be noted in  connection w ith E lio t's  comm ent th a t we have e n ­
countered m any c ritic s  in  th is study who re je c t Johnson's ideas about the 
m o ra l function of a r t .  But we have encountered none who a ttack  h is position 
from  the p rem ise  that poetry  should not be edifying. A ccordingly, when 
we adm it tha t Johnson's d idacticism  continues to  constitute a  difficulty we 
should s tr e s s  the point tha t i t  is  p rec ise ly  that: m ost w r ite rs  deal with it  
a s  a difficulty ra th e r  than as a blind spot o r ab erra tio n . The sam e m ight 
be said  of Johnson's position on the  two topics d iscussed  e a r l ie r .  Although 
the battle  lines seem  c learly  draw n on the overa ll question of the re la tio n  
of lite ra tu re  to life , we cannot say  that th e re  has been a m assive tendency 
in  ou r tim e to abandon Johnson's position a ltogether. M oreover, although 
som e controversy  s till  a r is e s  on the question of the rela tionsh ip  of the gen­
e ra l  to the p a rtic u la r  in  a r t ,  i t  seem s c lea r from  the foregoing discussion  
th a t Johnson’s position  on th is issu e  seem s m ore congenial than otherw ise 
to  m o st of the w r ite rs  who have recen tly  commented on the subject. The 
point to be s tre sse d , th e re fo re , is  sim ply th is : the th ree  m ajo r difficulties 
in  Johnson's m odem  reputation  as a c ritic  a r is e  because in  each case he took 
a  strong  stand on a  troublesom e question fo r which there  is  no sa tisfac to ry  
final a n sw e r.
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CHAPTER VI 
A SUMMING-UP AND A GLANCE AHEAD 
At the outset of this study, i t  was suggested that, while true in its  
m ajor delineations, the conventional view of what happened to Samuel John­
son 's reputation as a c ritic  between his day and our own stands in need of 
certain  m inor m odifications. As we have seen, there is  good reason  to 
believe that Johnson's perform ance chart should be rev ised  a s  follows: 
as before, h is line should originate near the top of the chart a t 1784. But 
in  starting  lois line there  we should keep in mind Isaac Newton W alker’s 
well-documented contention that, by 1784, Johnson's approach to l ite ra ­
tu re  "was rapidly giving way to the m ore generous ideal of 'sym pathetic 
c r i t i c i s m , a n d  that Johnson's common read e r accordingly was tending 
"to divide [his m oral and c ritica l sentim ents} and generally  to estim ate 
Johnson the m oralist somewhat Mgher than he did Johnson the c ritic .
But no m atter where Johnson's line originates i t  m ust reflec t a  
dram atic decline to a point near the bottom of the chart by 1825. As was 
conceded e a r lie r , to deny that Johnson's influence declined in  the f irs t  
decades of the nineteenth century is to suggest that the Romantic movement 
did not take p lace . Contrary to what Macaulay has led us a ll  to believe, 
however, Johnson was down but never out. As we saw in Chapter Two, Ms 
critic ism  continued to hold the respectful attention of a significant number
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of nineteenth century w rite rs . Hence Ms line should proceed la te ra lly  — 
close to the bottom of the chart, perhaps, but s till  on it  — to 1854 . From  
that date, wMch m arked the publication of Peter Cunningham’s edition of 
the Lives of the Poets, there  can be little  doubt that Johnson’s line should 
re flec t a slight but nevertheless respectable clim b. As we have seen, the 
years wliich followed 1854 w ere crowded with new editions of the L ives. 
These were favorably reviewed and, if some of the w rite rs  encountered in 
Chapter One a re  to be believed, ra th e r widely read  in the las t decades of 
the nineteenth century and the f ir s t  decade of the twentieth. M oreover, 
there  is  a t lea s t some evidence to support the view that even the Shake­
speare c ritic ism  continued to have some following in  these y e a r s . In short, 
then, i t  seem s c lear that, although adm ittedly in  d isgrace with a  m ajority  
of nineteenth century au thorities, Johnson the c ritic  not only continued to 
exert an active influence in the world of le tte rs  but actually enjoyed a mild 
rev ival in die y ears  between 1875 and 1910. Accordingly, it  seem s r e a ­
sonable to extend Ms line to a point perhaps a  fifth of the way up the chart 
a t 1910.
But, contrary to what we have assum ed, 1910 does not m ark  the 
starting  point of any huge leap forward in Johnson’s reputation. To be 
su re , Sir W alter Raleigh’s Six Essays on Johnson does appear in this year, 
and it is  not to be doubted that Raleigh — albeit c learly  to a le s se r  extent 
than D. Nichol Smith - -  was influential in upgrading Johnson’s standing
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with la te r  w rite rs  on Shakespeare. Furtherm ore, it  was noted in the p re ­
ceding chapter that the Shakespeare critic ism  plainly constitutes a bridge 
between Johnson's nineteenth and twentieth century repu ta tions. But to 
in sis t that the twentieth century rev ival of Johnson’s c ritic ism  begins in 
1910 is  to ignore the fact that, a ll things considered, the nineteen-twenties 
and th irtie s  w ere probably the leanest and m ost inhospitable years  that 
Johnson the c ritic  has ev er known. The reason  for his decline in these 
decades seem s obvious enough. As we saw in Chapter T hree, the w rite rs  
of this period  — even those who w ere sympathetic to Johnson - - tended to 
bog down on the question of his ro le  in the transition  from  N eoclassical to 
Romantic c ritic ism  and to base th e ir  estim ate of his im portance on th e ir 
decision a s  to whether he had re s is te d  Romanticism o r helped to bring it 
about. Granted the assum ptions under lying m ost of th e ir inqu iries, th is 
preoccupation with Johnson's ro le  as a transitional c ritic  could only have 
unfortunate re su lts  insofar as his reputation was concerned. Depending 
on the decision reached, he was categorized a s  e ither an enemy of p ro g ress  
or a  humble p recu rso r of far g rea te r c r it ic s . T herefore, despite the fact 
that D. Nichol Smith and o thers w ere w riting favorably on Johnson’s Shake­
speare c ritic ism  in these years and despite the fact that T . S. E liot took 
up Johnson's cause in  the early  nine teen -th irtie s , i t  is  difficult to avoid 
the conclusion that the years  between the World W ars a re  to be regarded 
as the nadir of Johnson’s influence a s  a  c r i t ic . Certainly no other age has
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been less  in te rested  in Ms c ritic ism  as c ritic ism . Consequently, the line 
on Johnson’s chart should re flec t not only a decline a fte r 1910 but probably 
a decline to an a ll-tim e low.
After 1950, of course, our chart does not need m odification. In­
deed, our discussion in Chapter Four does no m ore than prove what we knew 
already: that since the end of World War II Johnson the c ritic  has scored 
gains which can only be term ed  spectacu lar. In tMs connection, it  was 
suggested e a r lie r  that the publication in 1944 of Joseph Wood K rutch’s 
Samuel Johnson probably m arks the re a l sta rting  point of the la te s t revival 
of Johnson’s c ritic ism . But other im portant w rite rs  played an active p a rt 
in  launching th is revival, among them D. Nichol Smith, T . S. E liot, F . R. 
L eavis, and M. H. A bram s. Yet there  is  still another c ritic  who, although 
he never wrote extensively on Johnson, nevertheless figures prom inently 
in  Johnson’s m odem  reputation. Because that c ritic , R. S. Crane, in ­
sisted  over a long and influential c a ree r  that eighteenth century critic ism  
be evaluated on its  own te rm s ra th e r  than those of following ages, he 
obviously helped to c lear the way fo r a fresh  appreciation of Johnson. 
M oreover, his influence is  evident in the studies of such strong Johnson 
defenders as M. H. A bram s, W. R. K east, and Jean Hagstrum .
Pervasive as i t  is , however, Johnson's influence does not carry  
equal weight in a ll a re a s  of the m odem  w orld of le t te r s . Even the m ost 
cu rso ry  glance a t recen t M stories of critic ism  is  sufficient to convince
353
us that Johnson's presen t-day  reputation is  indeed a checkered a ffa ir. To 
be su re , he stands high in the studies of Abram s and Watson. But Atkins 
and Bosker give us good reason  to believe that the early  twentieth century 
view is  s till with us — the view which held Johnson to be im portant p r i ­
m arily  because he had e ither helped or hindered the onrush of Rom anticism . 
In addition, the h isto ries of Wellek and W imsatt offer convincing proof that 
Johnson does not enjoy the confidence of those powerful m odern c ritic s  who 
in s is t that a r t  is  autonomous. M oreover, the b rief but contemptuous com ­
ment of Northrop Frye — cited in  Chapter Four - -  leads us to in fer that 
Johnson may not be revered  by the new m yth-and-sym bol school of c r i t i ­
c ism . Finally, it  is  obvious that other noteworthy m odern c ritic s  have paid 
even less  attention to Johnson's c ritic ism  than Frye has done.
N evertheless, as we noted a t the conclusion of Chapter Four, an 
im pressive num ber of our m ost im portant c ritic s have endorsed the opinion 
that Johnson is  the best exem plar to be found of what a  lite ra ry  c ritic  
ideally ought to be. M oreover, Johnson seem s to have exerted a signifi­
cant degree of influence on two of the m ost prominent of these supporters,
T . S. E liot and F . R. L eavis. Finally, a s  we saw in the preceding chapter, 
he has been a dominant influence in some of the m ost im portant a re a s  of 
m odern scholarship, namely the c ritic ism  of Shakespeare, Dryden, Pope, 
and Donne and his follow ers.
On balance, then, we can say tha t Johnson the c ritic  stands high
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today, perhaps higher than any other g rea t English critic  of the p a s t. Yet, 
although we can te ll a t a glance that the line on Johnson's chart ought to 
reflec t a  steep and dram atic  ascent a fte r 1944, we cannot say with any 
degree of certainty  how fa r  that line should extend or how Johnson's p resen t 
influence com pares with his influence in  previous ages. It is  h e re , of 
course, that any attem pt to chart a lite ra ry  reputation m ust break down. 
A ccurate com parisons cannot be made because the lite ra ry  m arketplace 
is  not always the sam e. M oreover, the phenomenon we are  attem pting to 
cope with is  scarcely  s ta tic . The lite ra ry  stock m arket never c loses, and 
i t  is  not to be doubted that g rea t events a re  taking place re  Johnson even 
as these words a re  being w ritten . But nevertheless i t  seem s safe to say 
that Johnson's c ritic ism  exerts  m ore influence today than a t any tim e since 
his death. To pursue the stock m arket m etaphor one step fu rther, we can 
conclude that, despite the d is tru s t of some of our m ost im portant investo rs, 
Johnson's critic ism  continues to be traded in an active m arket which shows 
no signs of bearishness.
As rev ised , then, our perform ance chart no longer re flec ts  the 
spectacular ups and downs of the original, and i t  seem s c lea r that we m ust 
abandon the notion that we have rescued  Johnson from  the to ta l neglect of 
the nineteenth century . But any disappointment we might feel in th is con­
nection should be m ore than compensated by the realization  that Johnson 
has never rea lly  needed to be rescued . Although admittedly his prospects
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looked pretty  bleak in the nineteen-twenties and th irtie s , it  is  nevertheless 
true  that he has never been entirely  out of the p ic tu re . Despite the fact 
that g rea t revolutions in tas te  have taken place and powerful new schools 
of c ritic ism  have em erged to challenge his m ost fundamental assum ptions 
about the nature and function of a r t ,  Johnson has always found a few sup - 
p o r te rs . Indeed, between 1875 and 1910 and after 1944, he can be said to 
have found m ore than a few.
T herefore, since - -  contrary to what we have assum ed — his c r i t i ­
cism  has pleased a t leas t some and pleased long, it  may be appropriate 
fo r us to conclude th is study with a b rie f consideration of the qualities of 
Johnson's c ritic ism  which appear to account for his enduring appeal. These 
a re  not difficult to isolate and d escrib e . F ir s t  and forem ost, readers of 
a ll subsequent ages have adm ired Johnson's understanding of human nature 
and human experience. To be su re , m ost nineteenth century authorities 
in sisted  that the realm  of poetry lay beyond ordinary human experience, 
and, in  our tim e, a  powerful c ritica l school has a risen  to argue that the 
d iscre teness of the work of a r t  m ust rem ain  inviolate if  meaningful aesthetic  
judgments a re  to be m ade. But every age produces im portant w rite rs  who 
believe that a  m ajor function of the lite ra ry  c ritic  is  to build a bridge b e ­
tween lite ra tu re  and life , and w herever th is view prevails i t  need hardly 
be said that Samuel Johnson has always stood suprem e. In recen t y e a rs , 
Joseph Wood Krutch, Jean Hagstrum , W. R. Keast, and W alter Jackson
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Bate have a ll defended Johnson's c ritic ism  from  precise ly  th is point of view.
On the m ore technical side, it  is evident that the qualities of John­
son 's critic ism  which have been m ost consistently adm ired a re , as George 
Watson has contended, those of a  superb descriptive c ritic . Stated briefly , 
those qualities a re  c larity  of vision, power of concentration, and lucidity 
and force of expression. Throughout this study we have encountered com ­
m entators who adm ired Johnson's ability to see a  text c learly , isolate im ­
portant issues crisp ly , and give his opinions on those issues in c lear and 
compelling language. M oreover, these same w rite rs  have usually adm ired 
his candor and consistency. They have been confident, in o ther w ords, that 
Johnson was not holding anything back or surreptitiously  adapting his point 
of view to the occasion. It was p rec ise ly  these qualities which led so many 
nineteenth century w rite rs  to in s is t that Johnson, though generally thought 
to be wrong, was nevertheless m ore instructive and valuable than other 
c ritic s  who were generally thought to be righ t. It is  p rec ise ly  these quali­
ties which, in our own day, T . S. E liot and F . R. Leavis have found so 
ad m irab le .
These qualities enabled Johnson to produce a  solid body of reasoned 
c ritic a l judgments which will probably never be duplicated, and it req u ires  
no g rea t insight to perceive how useful th is body of c ritic ism  has been to 
subsequent generations. The exact nature of th is usefulness seem s to have 
been described f i r s t  and best by Matthew Arnold, who believed that Johnson's
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critic ism  was "adm irably fitted to serve as a point de re p e re , a fixed and
thoroughly known centre of departure and re tu rn , to the student of English
l ite ra tu re . The read e r w ill doubtless rec a ll in this connection that many
of the m ost im portant m odern w rite rs  dealt with in  the foregoing chapters
have echoed A rnold 's opinion that because we know so well where Johnson
is  we know b e tte r where we axe. Indeed, it seem s clear that even those
critic s  who take th e ir theory from  Coleridge and German Idealism  tend to
re ly  on Johnson for orientation in  the ir p rac tica l c r itic ism . T herefo re ,
i t  may be p roper to designate Johnson as the g rea t G ibraltar of British
c ritic ism , the m assive and unmistakable landm ark which a ll la te r  English
speaking c ritic s , friendly or otherw ise, have tended to re la te  to . Since
there  is  no other presence rem otely like him , i t  seem s probable that
%
Johnson w ill continue to serve as the m ost prom inent point de rep ere  in  
English le t te r s .
But the future will have to reveal itse lf . Looking ahead, we can 
only conjecture that the schools of c ritic ism  which now preva il w ill fall 
away and that o thers w ill r is e  to take th e ir p lace . If these new schools 
a re  anything like the ones which have sprung up since Johnson's death, 
they may not find much m erit in  his c ritic ism . But the past likewise prom pts 
us to believe that Johnson will nevertheless continue to find vigorous sup­
p o rte rs , supporters who w ill doubtless p ra ise  him  for p rec ise ly  the quali­
tie s  we have ju st enum erated. T . S. Eliot m ade an in te resting  observation
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on th is subject in 1944, the year which seem s to m ark the beginning of the 
cu rren t upsurge of in te res t in Johnson's c ritic ism . He noted that "when 
severa l tides [of influence} have r ise n  or fallen, g rea t w rite rs  rem ain  of 
equal potentiality of influence in the fu tu re ."  Then, turning to Johnson — 
a  c ritic  whom Eliot, but few o thers , could be said to support a t the tim e - -  
he added: "It rem ains to be seen whether the lite ra ry  influence of Johnson, 
a s , in political thought, the influence of his friend of the other pa rty , Ed­
mund Burke, does not m erely  await a generation which has not yet been bom  
to receive i t .  "3 In view of the dram atic  revival of Johnson's c ritic ism  which 
has taken place since 1944, it  m ight be in ferred  that the generation which 
Eliot foresaw was rolling up its  sleeves to go to work even as he spoke.
Yet it is  possible that there is  a generation to come which w ill value 
Johnson the c ritic  m ore highly than we have done. On the o ther hand, i t  
is  equally possible that Johnson’s influence w ill decline a s  new schools of 
c ritic ism  em erg e . But it  seem s unlikely that Johnson the c ritic  w ill be 
forgotten. As we have seen, he never has been forgotten. Indeed, if th is 
study has any value it is  that of providing a c le a re r  understanding than 
we have had of the durability and extent of his appeal.
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